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Abstract
The purpose of this study was to examine issues related to online graduate course
effectiveness, and graduate student perceptions of characteristics of online learning environments
and their effectiveness, and to explore the relationship between graduate student perceptions and
student success in online courses. The research methodology employed was that of survey
research, using the Graduate Student Online Learning Environment Survey instrument, targeted
at graduate students enrolled in online courses at the University of Tennessee in Knoxville. A
total of 238 graduate students participated in this study. Findings revealed that approximately
87.4% of graduate students reported positive online learning experiences. Participants identified
themselves as highly self-directed learners. Several critical individual characteristics including
marital status, employment status, student status, future enrollment planning, enrollment in
online programs, and number of online courses played a moderating role in online graduate
students’ online course learning. However, based on the data from this study, no relationships
were found among levels of age, gender, race/ethnicity, and previous online course experience
and graduate students’ online course learning perceptions. Only a small portion (3.4%) of
graduate students who responded to the survey reported online course non-completion in the fall
semester of 2014.
Keywords: online learning environments, community of inquiry, online success
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Chapter 1
Introduction
With the rapid growth of the World Wide Web, more and more higher education students
are choosing to utilize the Internet as a means for gaining access to physically remote
educational opportunities. Online courses and educational programs are a rapidly emerging
educational resource for individuals who are otherwise qualified to matriculate, but do not reside
in close physical proximity to a higher education institution. In recent years, online learning has
steadily grown in popularity. According to the 2012 Survey of Online Learning: Changing
Course: Ten Years of Tracking Online Education in the United States (Allen & Seaman, 2013),
the number of students taking at least one online course in degree-granting postsecondary
institutions in the United States has reached more than 6.7 million, or 32% of total higher
education enrollment. As of the fall of 2014, more than 67% students enrolled in at least one
online course at public institutions (Allen, Seaman, Poulin, & Straut, 2016).
Across the United States, colleges and universities are competing with one another to
provide online undergraduate and graduate courses for their students. As a result, a wide variety
of online educational offerings, including single courses and full degree programs, have been
implemented to meet the needs of the growing number of online students who wish to further
their education. An examination of the literature on online education reveals that the explanation
for such growth can be traced to online learners’ common perceptions of the benefits of online
learning, such as flexibility, convenience of time, place, and pace, and affordability (Ashong &
Commander, 2012; Carr, 2000; Patterson & McFadden, 2009). Learner expectations for online
courses also include applicability and relevance of course content to students’ professional
practice, course competency development, ongoing academic support, and individualized learner
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choice (Chen, 2013; Conrad & Donaldson, 2011; Mayes, Luebeck, Ku, Akarasriworn, &
Korkmaz, 2011; Waugh & Su, 2015). Mayes et al. (2011) summarize many of the strengths of
online learning environments (OLEs). They describe this new educational enterprise as “a
powerful and previously unavailable professional development alternative” for educators and
learners who are financially or geographically restricted.
Statement of the Problem
The size and scope of online post-secondary education is expanding rapidly; however,
research shows that, despite all of the commonly perceived benefits of online learning mentioned
above, student attrition in such programs is much higher than in traditional educational programs
(Carr, 2000; Moody, 2004). With the non-completion rates of online courses and online
programs on the rise (Allen & Seaman, 2013, 2014; Carr, 2000; Herbert, 2006; Lehman &
Conceição, 2010; Palloff & Pratt, 2007), retaining online students has become an issue. Many
online educators have become increasingly interested in understanding online learning
environments, and they have been exploring ways to assess teaching and learning effectiveness
in online courses and programs. However, information about online teaching and learning
effectiveness has focused primarily on the post-secondary level and is limited at the
undergraduate level. In order to provide better educational experiences for students who wish to
enroll in online graduate level courses, more information is needed regarding graduate level
online course design and implementation. This is especially true at the University of Tennessee
in Knoxville (UTK). According to the online program information provided by “Online and
Digital Programs” from the Office of the Provost, most online programs are only offered at the
graduate level (http://volsonline.utk.edu/online-programs/graduate-programs/). Table 1 presents
information about online graduate level course offerings at the UTK in the past 5 years, and
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Table 2 presents information about online student enrollment at the same university during the
same timeframe. Both sets of information in Tables 1 and 2 were provided by the office of
Strategic Enrollment Reporting and Analysis (SERA) at UTK. For the purpose of developing
effective strategies to promote student success in online learning at the graduate level, educators
and researchers must first have a clear understanding of how OLEs can meet the educational
needs of graduate students.
Purpose of the Study
At present, online education has been a growing market in the higher education field. The
number of online learners among college students is expected to rise in the future (Mayes et al.,
2011). Significant achievements in online education have been recognized in the literature
(Menchaca & Bekele, 2008; Moore, 2013; Swan & Ice, 2010), from its popularity in educating
students to its extensive use in professional development. Allen and Seaman (2014) report that
the percentage of academic leaders viewing the learning outcomes for online education as the
same or superior to those of face-to-face instruction grew from 57.2% in 2003 to 74.1% in 2014.
Studies have also addressed the challenges of providing high-quality online education, including
the problems of learning satisfaction, academic performance, social connectedness, online
community, and student attrition (Carr, 2000; Chen, 2013; Cole, 2000; Lehman & Conceição,
2010; Palloff & Pratt, 2007; Ward, Peters, & Shelley, 2010). The purpose of this study was to
examine issues related to online graduate course effectiveness, graduate student perceptions of
characteristics of online learning environments and their effectiveness, and to explore the
relationship between graduate student perceptions and student success in online courses.
The utilization of the Community of Inquiry conceptual model (Garrison, Anderson, &
Archer, 2000) and a number of online learning assessment instruments provided the theoretical
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Table 1
Online Graduate Level Course Offerings at UTK in Recent Years
Academic Year
2010-11 2011-12
2012-13 2013-14
Academic Semester
Fall
N/A
91
100
113
Spring
90
105
94
110
Summer
43
55
71
77
Total Online Graduate Level
N/A
251
265
300
Course Offerings

Table 2
Online Graduate Level Student Enrollment at UTK in Recent Years
Academic Year
2010-11 2011-12
2012-13 2013-14
Academic Semester
Fall
N/A
676
819
957
Spring
676
707
735
832
Summer
448
574
695
614
Total Online Graduate Level
N/A
1,957
2,249
2,403
Student Enrollment

2014-15
117
117
41
275

2014-15
909
746
142
1,797
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foundation needed to explore the complexities of successful online learning environments.
Examples of the online learning assessment instruments include those presented by Dray,
Lowenthal, Miszkiewicz, Ruiz-Primo, and Marczynski (2011); McVay (2000); Trinidad,
Aldridge, and Fraser (2005); and Walker (2003). This study focused on online graduate students’
perceptions of their online learning environments. It examined the experiences and preferences
of graduate students currently enrolled in online courses.
A survey research design was used to explore graduate students’ online learning
experiences. Students' perceptions of the instructional design characteristics of their online
courses were examined to determine which factors might be helpful in promoting course
effectiveness, student satisfaction, and student success in online graduate level classrooms. An
online survey was distributed to graduate students enrolled in fall 2014 online courses at the
University of Tennessee in Knoxville.
The purpose of this study was to examine issues related to online graduate course
effectiveness, graduate student perceptions of characteristics of online learning environments and
their effectiveness, and to explore the relationship between graduate student perceptions and
student success in online courses. The survey findings revealed key factors in instructional
design that can produce effective online teaching and learning environments.
Research Questions
This study focused on the following research questions:
1. How do graduate students perceive their online learning experiences on the following
key quality attributes of the online learning environments: teaching presence, social
presence, cognitive presence, institutional support, and self-directed learning?
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2. Is there a relationship between graduate students’ demographic characteristics
(gender, age, race/ethnicity, marital status, employment status, student status, and
previous online learning experience) and their perceptions of the quality of their
online learning experiences?
3. Is there a relationship between graduate students’ demographic characteristics
(gender, age, race/ethnicity, marital status, employment status, student status, and
previous online learning experience) and their reported success in the online course?
4. Is there a relationship between graduate students’ perceptions of their online course
experiences and their reported success in the online course?
5. What do graduate students report as types of essential support they need to be
successful in online courses?
Significance of the Study
Online education is not just a passing fad. On the contrary, online education is continuing
to grow into a widely accepted and frequently utilized educational format. This study sought to
examine issues related to the effectiveness of online graduate courses, graduate student
perceptions of characteristics of online learning environments and their effectiveness, and to
explore the relationship between graduate student perceptions and student success in online
courses. This study also provided insight on: (a) the degree to which specific course design
issues affect student perceptions of online course experiences and (b) which factors most likely
determine effective online learning. Possible course design factors include technology
applications, pedagogical structures, organization of instructions, communication channels,
facilitation, and so on. Surveying the online graduate student population in a major southeastern
university in the United States, UTK, across all disciplines, on their experiences with online
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courses can help to provide a comprehensive understanding of online educational experiences
among a diverse graduate student body across a diverse set of online course designs. The
findings from this study should provide university online course administrators, designers,
developers, and/or instructors with information to help address potential needs and maximize
both online student and institutional effectiveness and success at the graduate level.
Conceptual Framework
The essential conceptual framework guiding this study was Garrison, Anderson, and
Archer’s Community of Inquiry (CoI) conceptual model (2000). The CoI model provides a
framework for integrating teaching, social, and cognitive presence to support students’ online
success. The CoI theory posits that communication and interaction in online learning
environments are crucial to the development of higher order thinking skills among online
learners. The model itself provides a framework for classifying the important interactional
patterns in online learning environments and consists of three main elements: social presence,
cognitive presence, and teaching presence. These three elements overlap with one another to
some extent, while each of them characterizes a distinct type of human interaction in an online
learning environment.
The additional theoretical frameworks that are relevant to this study include a series of
Online Learning Environment studies (Aldridge, Dorman, & Fraser, 2004; Chang & Fisher,
2003; Taylor & Maor, 2000; Trinidad et al., 2005; Walker, 2003), a selected list of online
readiness studies (Akaslan & Law, 2011; Dray et al., 2011; Lynch, 2003; Watkins, Leigh, &
Triner, 2004), and four online persistence and retention models (Bean & Metzner, 1985;
Conceição & Lehman, 2013; Rovai, 2003; Tinto, 1975, 1987, 1993). Over the past three decades,
research on online learning has prompted the development of a range of online learning
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assessment instruments. A bank of tools has been developed to evaluate various facets of online
learning. In Chapter 2, major studies of relevance to this research are reviewed and discussed,
including a series of existing online learning environment surveys as well as online learning
readiness surveys. This study was guided by the above theoretical frameworks, along with
related assessment tools, and study findings.
Definition of Terms
The following terms have been defined for this study: distance education, online
learning, distance learning at UTK, student satisfaction, student success, and student attrition.
Distance education. According to the policy statements made by the Southern
Association of Colleges and Schools Commission on Colleges (2012), distance
education is defined as "a formal educational process in which the majority of the
instruction (interaction between students and instructors and among students) in a course
occurs when students and instructors are not in the same place" (p. 1).
Online learning. This form of distance education is sometimes referred to as e-learning.
The terms online learning and distance learning are used interchangeably in this
dissertation. The focus of this study was online courses. Allen and Seaman (2013) define
online courses as those in which at least 80% of the course content is delivered online, as
distinguished from traditional/campus-based/face-to-face courses in which 0-29% of the
content is delivered online, and blended/hybrid courses in which 30-80% of the content is
delivered online.
Distance learning at UTK. UTK defines distance learning as "an option for earning
course credit at off-campus locations via cable television, Internet, satellite classes,
videotapes, correspondence courses, or other means" (The Office of Institutional
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Research & Assessment, 2016, p. 25). A specific criterion of the percentage of the course
content delivery mode is not included in the definition provided by UTK.
Student satisfaction. This study defines student satisfaction as a student’s perceptions
toward his/her course learning experience.
Student success. A student is considered to have been a “success” in an online course if
he/she maintains enrollment in his/her online course until the end of the academic term
and completes the course, receiving a final grade of “C” or higher, and/or earning the
credits for the course. The terms success, persistence, completion, and retention are used
in a loosely interchangeable way in this dissertation.
Student attrition. If a student withdraws, voluntarily or involuntarily, from the online
course he/she starts, that individual contributes to student attrition. The terms attrition,
dropout, non-completion, and withdrawal are used in a loosely interchangeable way in
this study. UTK policy defines a dropout as a student who enrolls and subsequently
withdraws from a course within a required period of time during a semester. A dropout
counts either as a "Drop without a W" or a "Drop with a W," depending on whether the
student drops or withdraws at an early or later stage of the semester. (W, of course, stands
for withdrawal.)
Organization of the Study
This study is organized into five chapters. Chapter 1 introduces the study and discusses
the background for the study, the statement of the problem, the study’s purpose, research
questions, the significance of the study, the underlying theoretical framework upon which the
study is based, and definition of terms unique to the study, and this organizational plan. Chapter
2 provides a critical review of the research and literature relevant to the study. Chapter 3
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discusses methods and procedures, including detailed information about the research design,
research methods, and research limitations. Chapter 4 presents the findings of the study. Finally,
Chapter 5 provides detailed discussions about the study results, as they relate to existing
literature. Further, conclusions based on this study and recommendations for future research and
practice are also offered in Chapter 5.
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Chapter 2
Review of the Literature
This chapter provides an overview of the literature on trends and issues in Online
Learning Environments (OLEs). It discusses key characteristics of online learning environments,
the factors related to student online experiences, and other factors associated with the success of
online teaching and learning.
Characteristics of Online Learning
Much research has been conducted to determine the effectiveness of online education.
The research findings have identified a series of essential characteristics of a successful OLE,
including high levels of social presence, cognitive presence, and teaching presence, wellestablished online learning communities, self-directed online learners, and so on (Herbert, 2006;
Mayes et al., 2011; Palloff & Pratt, 2007; Palmer & Holt, 2009; Swan & Ice, 2010). In the
sections below, the following key features of online learning are described in greater detail:
online learning environment characteristics, Community of Inquiry model, online learning
communities, online learner characteristics, and online student success.
Online Learning Environment Characteristics
A great deal of research has attempted to identify essential characteristics of effective
online education (Cole, 2000; Delaney, Johnson, Johnson, & Treslan, 2010; Lehman &
Conceição, 2010; Moore, 2013; Whitinger, 2013). Delaney et al. (2010) conducted a qualitative
survey study using grounded theory and identified an alphabetical list of 53 adjectives as the
descriptors of effective and efficient OLEs. These characteristics correlate to nine important
behaviors identified by online students. These nine behaviors in the survey results are ranked
from the most noted to the least noted as respectful, responsive, knowledgeable, approachable,
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communicative, organized, engaging, professional, and humorous. The findings of Delaney et al.
(2010) offer one of the most comprehensive lists of characteristics identified by students as
important behaviors associated with success in OLEs. The quality of OLEs is a complex issue
with various terminology and emphasis employed in the literature, though the previous studies
reveal a common focus on the aspects of course structure and development, technology,
institutional support, faculty support, student support, evaluation, assessment, and examination
security.
Community of Inquiry Model
A major concern for online education is students’ lack of sense of community in virtual
space, which has been cited in numerous studies (Daves & Roberts, 2010; Mayes et al., 2011;
Moore, 2013; Palloff & Pratt, 2007). It is not uncommon for the physical separation among
students in an online learning environment to make them feel isolated, disconnected, and
disengaged (Palloff & Pratt, 2007). This isolation can become a major cause of student
dissatisfaction and may lead individual students to drop out of the course or program. The
Community of Inquiry (CoI) model was first introduced by Garrison et al. (2000) to provide an
explanation for how this lack of physical presence, connectedness, and interaction might affect
the success of an OLE. The CoI theory posits that communication and interaction in online
learning environments are crucial to the development of higher order thinking skills among
online learners. The model itself provides a framework for classifying the important interactional
patterns in online learning environments. The CoI model consists of three main elements: social
presence, cognitive presence, and teaching presence (see Figure 1). These three elements overlap
with one another to some extent, while each of them characterizes a distinct type of human
interaction in an online learning environment.
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Figure 1. Community of Inquiry Model (reprinted from Garrison, Anderson, & Archer,
2000, p. 88).
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Teaching presence, an essential element of the CoI model, directly impacts the quality of
the educational experience. This element consists of three characteristics: design and
administration, facilitating discourse, and direct instruction (Anderson, Rourke, Garrison, &
Archer, 2001). Both instructors and students are key participants in building a successful online
educational process. Garrison et al. (2000) stated that the teacher takes the primary responsibility
for performing two general functions in teaching presence. Teaching presence and instructor
roles in OLEs determine online learning satisfaction and success in the sense that they
significantly influence how students engage in a learning activity in the online setting (Garrison,
Cleveland-Innes, & Fung, 2010; Villagran-Glover, 2012). Mayes et al. (2011) separate instructor
roles into five major categories: the manager, the technical advisor, the facilitator, the social
director, and the educationalist. The CoI framework emphasizes that to create effective OLEs,
instructors need to play all of their simultaneous roles (Swan, Richardson, Ice, Garrison,
Cleveland-Innes, & Arbaugh, 2008).
Social presence is the element of the CoI model that represents the set of social
interactions that enable participants to create a viable community. Social presence is what allows
independent individual activities to become part of a collaborative process. This element
encompasses three characteristics: affective communication, open communication, and group
cohesion (Garrison, 2011). It is necessary for students and instructors to keep in mind the
importance of social presence online because "it is the relationships and interactions among
people through which knowledge is primarily generated" (Palloff & Pratt, 2007, p. 237). A
number of studies (Daves & Roberts, 2010; Kim, Kwon, & Cho, 2011; Swan et al., 2008;
Walton, Cohen, Cwir, & Spencer, 2012) have examined how social connectedness greatly affects
the nature of learning. Projecting an effective social presence in a virtual environment, can help
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online learners collaborate with each other successfully in order to more effectively learn
together. It is crucial to balance these characteristics in practice, because too much social
presence may lead to the formation of friendships, but not facilitate learning together. Palloff and
Pratt (2007) stated that "it is the relationships and interactions among people through which
knowledge is primarily generated" (p. 237). Understanding the benefits of online social presence
can help online learners collaborate with each other effectively and successfully (Garrison et al.,
2000; Gayol, 2010).
Cognitive presence is defined as “the extent to which the participants in any particular
configuration of a community of inquiry are able to construct meaning through sustained
communication” (Garrison et al., 2000, p. 89). This is the key element of CoI. Garrison and
Cleveland-Innes (2005) provided valuable guidelines for creating and sustaining cognitive
presence in an effective OLE. The cognitive presence component of the CoI model is an
indicator of online learners' ability to construct meaning through communication.
Garrison, Anderson, and Archer (2000, 2001) described cognitive presence as the most
basic CoI element. Cognitive presence represents the extent to which students are able to
critically analyze and construct meaning through sustained reflection and discourse in a
community of inquiry. The authors (2001) presented the Practical Inquiry (PI) model (see Figure
2) that operationalizes cognitive presence. Defined by two axes, the PI model consists of four
phases of critical inquiry: the triggering event, exploration, integration, and resolution. The first
phase, a triggering event, is the initiation of the inquiry through presenting a problem resulting
from a previous inquiry. This phase generates students’ questioning and defines the problem.
The second phase, exploration, occurs when students understand the nature of the problem and
conduct information-searching, either individually or collaboratively. The third phase,
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Figure 2. Practical Inquiry Model (reprinted from Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2001, p. 9)

17

integration, happens when students make connections and identify solutions. This is a reflective
phase. The final phase, resolution, identifies and tests the possible solutions to the problem in
reality. Garrison et al. (2001) concluded that most of the students’ online discussion occurred at
the exploration phase. Their study stressed the challenges of directing students toward the
integration and resolution phases in online learning.
Garrison et al. (2000) noted that in order to build an effective online learning
environment through the Community of Inquiry model, instructors need to establish an
educational experience by employing neither a traditional sage-on-the-stage nor a guide-on-theside approach. The new goal is to shift the traditional roles of instructors and students, and to
promote all students’ engagement. Group dynamics are highlighted when all learners contribute
to learning as a member of the online learning community. Garrison et al. (2010) revisited and
tested the CoI model using a survey instrument based on the CoI conceptual framework. The
results of their study reiterated that the CoI model is a valid and valuable theoretical tool to help
online educators understand the complexities of the essential interacting factors of teaching,
social, and cognitive presence in online education settings. Swan and Ice (2010) reviewed a
series of CoI studies conducted over the last decade after the emergence of the CoI model. The
authors asserted that the implementation of the CoI model had major influences on online
education development. Garrison and Akyol (2013) drew the same conclusion in their
compilation of a number of studies on CoI.
Online Learning Communities
The notion of building online learning communities in order to facilitate student
participation online and to enhance online learning has come under renewed scrutiny (Chew,
2011; Conrad & Donaldson, 2011; Palloff & Pratt, 2007; Rovai, 2001; Russell, 2010; Villagran-
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Glover, 2012). In acknowledging the concept of communities of practice (CoP), Palloff and Pratt
(2007) highlighted the importance of the ability of online students to develop a sense of
connectedness to other students in the course. Lehman and Conceição’s (2010) recent study drew
attention to the notions of being there and being together and emphasized the development of
online learning communities through collaborative learning, engagement, and interaction in
OLEs. These researchers acknowledged that creating online learning communities is crucial to
the success of an OLE.
The concept of social presence has been most closely associated with the successful
emergence of online communities and online collaborative learning environments (Garrison &
Cleveland-Innes, 2005). In a study by Lehman and Conceição (2010), social presence integrated
with cognitive presence and teaching presence are critical elements in building an effective
online learning community. in contrast, the feeling of social isolation can greatly hinder or
diminish learners’ motivation in online learning environments (Palloff & Pratt, 2007).
Arguments have been made that feelings of comfort and satisfaction with online communication
and interactions among students do not necessarily increase a student’s sense of social presence
in an online academic setting. That said, higher levels of such student satisfaction do lead to
significantly more positive student perceptions of the effectiveness of their online learning
environments. Whether or not a student truly feels engaged in electronic interactions as a part of
a successful goal-directed online learning community serves as a key component of social
presence.
Researchers have made the assumption that a strong relationship exists between the level
of social presence and the collaborative nature of an online learning community (Garrison &
Cleveland-Innes, 2005; Lehman & Conceição, 2010; McBride & Fuller, 2007; Palloff & Pratt,
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2007). Also, Oestmann and Oestmann (2006) found that a significantly positive relationship
exists between students’ online social interactions and their cognitive development. When
successful collaborative learning communities are established among students, the welldeveloped relationships are likely to extend beyond the academic context from which they
initiate. Some researchers, however, do not recognize the possibility that virtual relationships can
transcend the boundary between virtual reality and real life. For example, Eastmond (1995)
claimed that it is unlikely for online students to transfer their virtual relationships into real-world
social relationships and to maintain them beyond the context in which they were originally
formed.
Online Learner Characteristics
Previous research emphasizes learner characteristics as critical variables to effective
online learning. Mayes et al. (2011, p. 152) conclude that "learner characteristics can be
intensified in an online environment, creating unexpected obstacles to teaching and learning." A
significant body of research has shown that successful online learners need to develop high skill
sets in problem-solving, decision-making, searching, analyzing, critical thinking, and peer
collaboration to be successful in OLEs. Furthermore, online learner demographics such as age,
gender, and educational background greatly influence the quality of the learners experience
(Ashong & Commander, 2012; Trinidad et al., 2005; Ward et al., 2010; Whitinger, 2013). These
demographic factors are discussed in greater detail in the following sections.
Based on the understanding of the essential role of the above characteristics of OLEs and
learners in OLEs, studies have been conducted to explore online student readiness, satisfaction,
and various demographics that all impact online student persistence and success. These
characteristics are often examined using multiple-items measures. A review of the existing

20

instruments shows similar and consistent constructs used as survey scales. The names of these
surveys may vary, depending on when, during the learning experience, a particular study was
conducted. For example, one may be titled Student Readiness Survey if administered prior to an
online course or program or Student Satisfaction Survey if administered during or after the course
or program. One of the most widely used instruments in previous studies is the Noel-Levitz
Priorities Survey for Online LearnersTM (PSOL) (Noel-Levitz, 1998-2013) (Anderson, 2011;
Herbert, 2006). PSOL is an instrument designed to measure the levels of importance, expectation
and priorities, and the levels of satisfaction that online learners have with their experience in
OLEs. Herbert conducted a PSOL survey for his retention study (2006), which examined the
most influential predictor variables (quality of online instruction, faculty responsiveness,
satisfaction with technical assistance, library services) in predicting student persistence or
withdrawal from an online course.
Online Student Success
One result of the rapid growth in popularity and interest in online learning is the
widespread utilization of the Internet in academia. However, even as the popularity of online
educational courses and programs continue to expand, existing research suggests that online
course retention rates remain low (Carr, 2000; Ratliff, 2013; Waugh & Su, 2011). In particular,
research has shown that attrition rates for online courses and programs are typically between
20% and 50%, which is generally higher than attrition rates for traditional courses and programs
(Diaz, 2002; Herbert, 2006; Patterson, Mallett, & McFadden, 2012; Rovai & Downey, 2010).
Jordan (2014) reports typical attrition rates for Massive Open Online Course (MOOC) students
to be in excess of 90%.
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Student attrition has been a serious problem in higher education for far longer than the
recent emergence of online studies. Research findings for several overlapping issues of concern
to higher education – student attrition, departure, dropout, non-completion, and retention – have
led to the understanding that controlling the factors that affect student attrition is essential to
program development to prevent future attrition. During the past five decades, institutional
researchers have paid increasing attention to the problem of attrition in higher education
(Anderson, 2011; Pascarella, 1982; Pervin, Reik, & Dalrymple, 1966; Schertzer & Schertzer,
2004; Tinto, 1975, 1987, 1993, 2012). Many of these researchers identified potential indicators
of attrition and proposed possible strategies for overcoming them (Moxley, Najor-Durack, &
Dumbrigue, 2001). Their studies have explored the possible causes for student attrition in a
series of major categories including academic, financial, personal, and unknown (Yorke, 1999,
2001). Yorke (2001) claimed that several key factors related to student attrition are: stress related
to the program, difficulty with the program, workload being too heavy, lack of study skills, and
insufficient academic progress. Results from these previous studies on student attrition led to the
emergence of models that seek to explain the relationship between the identified variables and a
student’s decision to either persist or withdraw from an academic program. Schertzer and
Schertzer's (2004) student satisfaction and retention model, for instance, considers whether
students’ values are congruent with the university and faculty to be a significant component of
academic or institutional fit and ultimate student satisfaction and retention. Their conceptual
model of retention addresses the components of academic fit, satisfaction, and institutional
commitment on retention, though it does not take into consideration student background and
demographic information.
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Two prominent models attempting to explain student attrition in higher education are
Tinto’s (1975, 1987, 1993) student integration model (SIM) and Bean and Metzner’s (1985)
student attrition model (SAM). Tinto’s SIM (1987), a pioneering model of persistence, focuses
on internal factors of the persistence of traditional undergraduate students in higher education.
Tinto developed a set of internal determinants that have an important impact on students’
persistence decisions, in particular, social integration, which is defined as how well students
integrate into the particular academic social system and academic communities of the learning
institution. Social integration is an important persistence variable in many early retention models
(Bean & Metzner, 1985; Tinto, 1975, 1987, 1993). However, as many subsequent researchers
including Yorke (1999) pointed out, Tinto's SIM model has overlooked the impact of external
factors on student persistence. These external factors are especially significant to online students.
Bean and Metzner’s SAM (1985) built on Tinto’s (1987) model and sought to explain the
attrition problems among students classified as nontraditional, which is defined as relatively
older students who: (a) live away from campus, (b) belong to social groups that are not
associated with the academic setting, (c) have dependents, (d) are not involved in campus
organizations, and (e) attend college on a part-time basis. Accordingly, compared to Tinto's SIM,
Bean and Metzner’s SAM model is more relevant in explaining the persistence of distance
education students. In response to the limitation of Tinto's SIM, the SAM model puts additional
emphasis on variables external to the academic institution. They believe that the following five
categories can affect student persistence in higher education: (a) students' background factors
(e.g., students’ age, ethnicity, gender); (b) academic factors (e.g., study habits); (c)
environmental factors (e.g., parents’ education); (d) academic outcomes (e.g., high school
academic performance; GPA); and (e) psychological outcomes (e.g., preparation prior to college
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admission; goal commitment). In more recent research, Bean (1990) proposes a model of student
attrition that attributes persistence to behavioral intentions shaped by students’ attitudes, beliefs,
and decisions.
A series of more recent studies have discovered even higher dropout rates in distance
education environments within higher education (Bantum, 2013; Berge & Huang, 2004; Diaz,
2002; Yorke, 2001; Waugh & Su, 2015). It cannot be denied that student attrition in higher
education is unavoidable to some degree. However, although the real causes of student attrition
are complex and difficult to identify, efforts can be made to help retain students. Online
instructional design and practices in higher education need modification, if the observed rate of
attrition in online education is to be reduced. For the purpose of maximizing student success, the
key factors that determine the overall effectiveness of an online course delivery model need to be
recognized by comparing and contrasting the differential attrition rates between two course
formats with different modes of delivery. Studies have been conducted to explore the match
between student needs and online learning requirements, so that more students can be successful
in completing online courses and programs. Researchers have begun to examine the
characteristics of online instruction and online students in order to better understand the attrition
phenomena in hopes of attenuating or eliminating it. Although some of the studies focus more on
the online programs, their findings are also able to provide valuable insights for online course
designs. After all, it is a set of online courses, as essential units, that collectively comprise an
online program.
A few recent research studies attempted to expand earlier studies by adding variables to
the earlier models to make them more relevant to the online instructional context (Berge &
Huang, 2004; Conceição & Lehman 2013; Lee, Choi, & Kim, 2012; Rovai, 2003). Rovai’s
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(2003) synthesis is one good example. Seeking a compromise between the above persistence
models, Rovai (2003) developed a composite model, the Composite Persistence Model (CPM),
based on Tinto’s (1987) SIM and Bean and Metzner’s (1985) SAM models, together with the
results of more recent work (Cole, 2000) on “online student skills and needs and the requirement
to harmonize learning and teaching styles” (p. 9), in order to explain student persistence and
attrition in online courses. Rovai’s CPM model (2003) proposes that three distinct dimensions
are necessary to capture the range of critical variables that influence a student’s decision to
persist or withdraw from an academic program of study. Each dimension is composed of a set of
specific characteristics that relate to an individual student’s decision to persist or withdraw from
an academic program. The three dimensions are: (a) personal characteristics and skills prior to
admission, and factors that assume importance post-admission, (b) internal factors such as
academic integration; and (c) external factors such as hours of employment (see Figure 3).
Rovai’s CPM provides a viable framework for guiding institutions in detecting students who are
at risk to drop out and to make decisions regarding program characteristics that might have a
profound effect on their choice to persist or withdraw from an academic course or program.
Previous persistence studies found that certain student demographics, such as diversity in
ethnicity, gender, professional experience, and location, can be potential barriers to online
success (Bantum, 2013; Mayes et al., 2011; Villagran-Glover, 2012). For example, Ward et al.’s
study (2010) explains how the age variable influences online learners’ attitude, motivation, and
value system, and eventually determines their academic persistence.
Similar patterns have emerged across the existing studies to show that some
characteristics are critical in influencing a student’s decision either to persist or drop out.
However, one key interpretation that emerges from this previous work is that the reasons for
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Figure 3. Rovai's Composite Persistence Model (reprinted from Rovai, 2003, p. 9)
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attrition based on these early data are unique to each particular distance education program and
the context in which it exists. Online student attrition is a complex issue related to multiple
student and institutional variables and their contextual interactions. There are a wide range of
external variables beyond students' control that lead to their persistence decisions (Waugh & Su,
2011). Consequently it is not likely for administrators to completely eliminate attrition in the
online teaching and learning context, or any educational context. What might be possible is that
the OLEs can be designed to be as accommodating as possible for the largest numbers of
potential students, and that the remaining students can be identified early and offered assistance
in overcoming potentially problematic situations.
Assessing Online Learning
With the rapid growth of online learning as well as the increased attention paid to
attrition rates in online courses and programs, researchers (Moore, 2013; Rovai, 2003; Trinidad
et al., 2005) have raised their awareness of the importance of understanding online learners'
perceptions of and experiences with learning online. This section provides an overview of
previous studies on assessing online learning, each with a different focus on several major
aspects of online learning, including the community of inquiry measures, the assessment of
online learning readiness, and the online learning environment instruments. All of the above are
important for measuring student learning in online learning environments.
Community of Inquiry Survey
The CoI survey was developed and validated by a research team whose members
included Arbaugh, Cleveland, Innes, Diaz, Garrison, Ice, Richardson, Shea, and Swan (Arbaugh
et al., 2008; Swan et al., 2008). In an attempt to operationalize Garrison et al.’s CoI framework
(2000), the research team conducted a series of studies on the development and validation of a
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34-item CoI survey instrument. The researchers presented a three-factor model, using principal
component analysis with X rotation. According to the CoI item factor loadings in their study,
Teaching Presence items (items 1-13) loaded most heavily on Factor 1, Social Presence items
(items 14-22) loaded most heavily on Factor 2, and Cognitive Presence items (items 23-34)
loaded most heavily on Factor 3. Their results showed that the CoI instrument is a valid, reliable,
and efficient measurement tool of each presence in online communities of inquiry. The CoI
survey research team asserted that this instrument provides a stable measure for the existence of
a community of inquiry in online learning environments. The authors suggested the use of the
CoI survey in future online learning studies (Swan et al., 2008).
In the past two decades, the CoI framework and survey have resulted in a wide range of
new research results that have recognized and confirmed the theory presented through the CoI
framework. This study incorporated the CoI survey (Swan et al., 2008) into the new survey
instrument to determine whether or not the responses from the targeted population conform to
those reported by the authors, thus validating the instrument in this context.
Online Learning Readiness Survey
In recent years, more and more researchers (Davis, 2010; Elliott, Hall, & Meng, 2008;
Kaymak & Horzum, 2013; Miller, 2005; Parasuraman, 2000; Schmidt, Khiewnavasongsa, &
Newton, 2010; Shraim & Khlaif, 2010; So, 2008; Warner, Christie, & Choy, 1998) have stressed
the importance of understanding students' readiness for learning online, in an effort to increase
online learning success rates.
A large percentage of the existing e-learning readiness measurement models were
developed for organizations in non-academic settings, mainly in business organizations. These
models focus on criteria such as facilities for e-learning, management, organization of e-learning
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departments, learners' characteristics, and the e-learning process (Al-Osaimi, Alheraish, &
Bakry, 2008; Buzdar, Ali, & Tariq, 2016; Chapnick, 2000; Goi & Ng, 2009; Haney, 2002; Ho,
2009; Lopes, 2007; Schreurs & Al-Huneidi, 2012; Slick, 2001). However, these organizational elearning readiness models and related instruments are not entirely suitable for use in higher
education settings.
The concept of readiness for online learning in academic settings was proposed by
Warner et al. (1998) in a study on the readiness of students within the Australian vocational
education and training sector for participation in online learning environments. The authors
defined readiness for online learning in terms of three aspects: (a) students' preferences for the
form of delivery as opposed to face-to-face classroom instruction, or the provision of print-based
pre-packaged resource materials, (b) students' confidence in using electronic communication
technologies for learning and, in particular, competence and confidence in the use of Internet and
computer-mediated communication; and (c) students' ability to engage in autonomous learning.
The students who participated in Warner et al.'s study demonstrated a low preference for online
learning, low confidence, little experience with online learning, and poor skills for self-directed,
autonomous learning. Later, other researchers (Dray et al., 2011; Hung, Chou, Chen, & Own,
2010; Mattice & Dixon, 1999; McVay, 2000; Smith, Murphy, & Mahoney, 2003; Watkins et al.,
2004) incorporated Warner et al.’s (1998) assessment and developed new readiness assessment
tools for their specific contexts.
A large percentage of the existing online learning readiness assessment tools were
borrowed directly from organizational e-learning measurements. The few online readiness
assessment tools that have thus far been developed for academic institutions appear to be
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relatively new and not as well-established compared to the e-readiness instruments for business
organizations.
Marguerita McVay Lynch (McVay, 2000, 2001a, 2001b; Lynch, 2003) developed a 13item instrument for measuring readiness for online learning, generally recognized as the McVay
readiness instrument. The instrument identified two factors, students’ behavior and attitudes, as
the potential predictors of online learner readiness. McVay’s survey items were rated by
respondents on a 4-point Likert scale, from strongly disagree to strongly agree. The McVay
instrument was reliable and applicable to research and practice associated with learner readiness
in an online learning setting. The McVay instrument has been considered an important and
useful online readiness assessment tool and has influenced subsequent readiness studies greatly.
Smith et al. (2003) conducted a survey study to examine the reliability and validity of the
McVay instrument. Their study on the instrument resulted in a two-factor structure: comfort with
e-learning and self-management of learning. The study concluded that the McVay instrument
serves the purpose of assessing students' online learning dispositions and preferences, especially
on the above two factors. However, they also stressed the need for further research in order to
establish the predictive validity of the McVay instrument.
Dray et al. (2011) incorporated the aspects of the digital divide and developed a survey
based upon several existing surveys. Their 32-item survey consisted of two scales: learner
characteristics and technology capabilities. Moreover, the authors suggested focus groups and
interviews as necessary steps in the instrument design process. They believed that the validity of
their instrument could be increased by collecting prospective online learners' interpretations of
the survey items.
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The existing online student readiness instruments (Akaslan & Law, 2011; Dray et al.,
2011; McVay, 2000; Watkins et al., 2004) typically focus on measuring different aspects of
online learning. While most of them mainly assess students’ basic technology skills, a few others
include the assessment of students’ general learning skills, or individual learning styles, such as
student autonomy. None of these previous online learning assessment tools have proven to be as
comprehensive and effective as initially claimed by the researchers. The following section
presents a summary of these existing major measurement scales that mainly focus on the
following variables: (a) students' general learner characteristics, such as perception of
interpersonal communication skills, (b) basic technology skills, such as the ability to use specific
applications in specific ways; and (c) their self-management of learning, or self-directed
learning.
Students' general learner characteristics. A range of online students’ general learner
characteristics, such as motivation, attitude, confidence, independence, and communication,
have been recognized as significant factors that determine online learner participation,
interaction, and satisfaction (Brahmasrene & Lee, 2012; Hung et al., 2010; McVay, 2001a). For
example, student perceived interpersonal communication skills, or social ability, directly
influences online learning readiness. Brahmasrene and Lee (2012) examined three determinants
of intent to continue using online learning: perceived social ability, online learning readiness,
and perceived usefulness. Their study found that students’ perceived social ability has an
important influence on online learning readiness, and that in turn, students’ online learning
readiness has a positive effect on their intent to continue participating in online learning. One
example of such an item from the McVay instrument is, "I am comfortable communicating
electronically."
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Students' basic technology skills. Students' basic technology skills/capabilities is a key
factor that is included in all of the existing online readiness literature. There is no denying the
importance of computer skills in online learning. In fact, technology readiness is important to
students in all educational settings. Parasuraman (2000) presented the Technology Readiness
Index that investigates an individual’s preferences and beliefs about adopting and using
innovative technology in order to measure his/her level of techno-readiness. Individuals who are
ready to use technology appear to be more likely to try it (Parasuraman, 2000). Research has also
shown that students’ technology readiness levels when they enter college are associated
significantly with their attrition levels (Elliott et al., 2008; Mosa, Naz’ri bin Mahrin, & Ibrrahim,
2016; Ratliff, 2013). McVay (2000) described the technology factor as a readiness for
engagement with the particular form of resource-based flexible learning delivery in an online
setting. Similar arguments are also found in general learning literature (Sadler-Smith & Riding,
1999) on exploring an association between cognitive style and learner comfort with different
forms of resource-based learning materials. One example exploring this association from the
McVay instrument is, "I am able to easily access the Internet as needed for my studies."
Students' self-management of learning. Another generally recognized key factor in
online learning readiness is students' self-management of learning, or self-directed learning. This
factor originated from Knowles' (1975) concept of self-directed learning, defined, in a broad
way, as a process “in which individuals take the initiative … in diagnosing their learning needs,
formulating learning goals, identifying human and material resources for learning, choosing and
implementing appropriate learning strategies, and evaluating learning outcomes” (p. 18).
Knowles' concept was further developed into the self-directed learning readiness scale by
Guglielmino (1977) for the assessment of students' learning needs. Subsequently, Garrison
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(1997) presented a more comprehensive model of self-directed learning that aimed to promote
student learning outcomes. Because of their particularly flexible features, online learning
environments have been considered suitable environments for learners to take charge of their
own learning (Carr, 2000). In the past decades, online learning researchers have identified and
recognized self-directed learning as a critical element in online learning. Learners who are more
self-directed in making decisions regarding their learning tend to be more successful in online
classes in higher education, where a majority of the learner population is adults (Anderson, 1993;
Calder, 2000; Lin & Hsieh, 2001; Pachnowski, Lynne, & Jurczyk, 2000). Many online educators
(Evans, 2000; Warner et al., 1998) have recognized self-direction as a necessary prerequisite for
effective resource-based learning in distance education and flexible delivery. Several studies
(Hung et al., 2010; McVay, 2000) have included a set of self-directed learning items in their
online learner readiness survey instruments. One example of such an item from the McVay
instrument is, "In my studies, I set goals and have a high degree of initiative."
Most previous online learning assessment tools were developed only to measure
prospective online students’ readiness. These instruments simply ask about students’ previous
online learning experiences (Hung et al., 2010) and were mainly completed by prospective
online students to help them self-assess their online learning skills and abilities – for example,
the “Distance Learning Self-Assessment Test” provided by the Community College of Baltimore
County (https://www.ccbcmd.edu/distance/assess.html). Little research has been published that
examines students’ online learning readiness after they begin an online course(s). However,
readiness is, in fact, an on-going process, not a tipping point. Thus, students’ level of online
learning preparedness should not be measured prior to the course(s) only. It is not uncommon for
a student to start his/her online class unprepared. It is also possible that a student does not have a
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clear understanding of his/her online learning readiness level until having had some online
learning experience. In this case, an assessment at the beginning of the course and appropriate
training in online learning during the course become very necessary. Also, some of the existing
assessment tools ask about very specific technology skills, and with the emergence of new
technology tools over time, these measures are no longer relevant in determining what skills are
needed in the future (e.g., WebCT-related questions when WebCT no longer exists). As a result,
many of the previous assessment tools now have a somewhat limited practical application.
Online Learning Environment Survey
In the past three decades, a number of studies on online learning environments (Ashong
& Commander, 2012; Chew, 2011; Jones & Jones, 2005; Pearson & Trinidad, 2005; Wu,
Tennyson, & Hsia, 2010) have generated a bank of online learning environment assessment
instruments. This section reviews the existing instruments that assess online learning
environments. Table 3 presents a summary of the OLE survey research in the literature. These
studies have typically utilized Likert scales, rankings, and ratings for quantitative data collection
and analysis. Some of them have included instructors as a part of the survey participants so the
researchers could compare the OLE perceptions of both groups.
A review of previous OLE studies using qualitative research methodology is also given
(Menchaca & Bekele, 2008; Ratliff, 2013), and a summary of OLE success factors were
incorporated as conceptual frameworks into the current survey design. These success factors
cover a series of human, technology, pedagogic, course, and leadership factors, such as: (a)
motivation, (b) computer self-efficacy, (c) measurements and expectations, (d) course content,
(e) delivery format, (f) prior computer literacy and applications courses, (g) previous experience
using computer network systems, (h) fairness, (i) student support, instructional support for staff
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Table 3
Summary of OLE Studies Using Survey Instruments
Target
No. of
Study
Group
Participants
Aldridge,
Students
1,249
Dorman, and
Fraser (2004)
Ashong and
Students
120
Commander
(2012)
Chang and Fisher Students
334
(2003)
Chew (2011)
Students
76
Herbert (2006)

Students

122

Jones and Jones
(2005)

Students and
instructors

971 (students)
44(instructors)

Lee, Choi, and
Kim (2012)
Palmer and Holt
(2009)
Pearson and
Trinidad (2005)
Taylor and Maor
(2000)
Trinidad,
Aldridge, and
Fraser (2005)
Walker (2003)

Students

169

Students and
instructors
Students

5434 (students)
276(instructors)
93

Students

10

Students

325

Students

680

No. of
Questions
80
(10 scales)
54
(9 scales)
37
(4 scales)
71
(12 scales)
57
(7 scales)
11

27
(5 scales)
17
(5 scales)
54
(9 scales)
24
(6 scales)
62
(9 scales)
34
(6 scales)
17

Ward, Peters, and Students and
Shelley (2010)
instructors

95 (students)
7 (instructors)

Weaver, Spratt,
and Sid Nair
(2008)
Wu et al. (2010)

Students and
instructors

1314 (students)
96 (instructors)

56
27

Students

212

21
(7 scales)

Variables
Perceptions of
technology-rich learning
environments
Perceptions of OLEs

Perceptions of OLEs
Perceptions of OLEs
Variables significant for
retention in online courses
Attitudes toward the
effectiveness of
CourseInfo
Perceptions of OLEs
Perceptions of an OLE:
Deakin Studies Online
Perceptions of OLEs
Perceptions of OLEs
Perceptions of OLEs

Perceptions of OLEs
Perceptions of the quality
of synchronous
interactive online
instructions
Perceptions of WebCT

Student learning
satisfaction in an OLE
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(training on technology) and administrative support, (j) theory-practice matches, (k) social
interactions, (l) social presence, (m) teacher presence and involvement, (n) relevant learning
resources (study guides), projects/assignments, examples online, (o) timely feedback, (p)
synchronous and asynchronous classroom interactions, (q) interactive skill building; and (r) high
collaboration.
Based on the above literature, a collection of instruments developed from six selected
major studies of relevance to this study were reviewed, and they are discussed in depth in the
sections below. These six studies include: (a) Taylor and Maor’s (2000) Constructivist On-Line
Learning Environment Survey (COLLES), (b) Chang and Fisher’s (2003) Web-Based Learning
Environment Instrument (WEBLEI), (c) Walker’s (2003) Distance Education Learning
Environments Survey (DELES), (d) Aldridge et al.’s (2004) Technology-Rich OutcomesFocused Learning Environment Inventory (TROFLEI), (e) Trinidad et al.’s (2005) Online
Learning Environment Survey (OLES); and (f) Noel-Levitz’s (1998-2013) Priorities Survey for
Online Learners (PSOL).
COLLES. Taylor and Maor (2000) developed a survey to explore students’ preferred
online learning environment and to compare it with their actual online experiences. The authors
developed six scales based on the theory of social constructivism: (a) Professional Relevance, (b)
Reflective Thinking, (c) Interactivity, (d) Cognitive Demand, (e) Affective Support, and (f)
Interpretation of Meaning. The authors claimed that their instrument is likely to be helpful in
investigating the quality of online learning environments. However, they admitted that the
COLLES instrument was still in a trial stage, since it was “early days for online distance
learning” (Conclusion section, para. 2) at the time of their study.
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WEBLEI. Chang and Fisher (2003) developed a survey instrument, based on Connecting
Communities Learning and information structure theories, to assess student perceptions of online
learning environments. The 37-item WEBLEI instrument contains four main scales: (a)
Emancipatory Activities – access, (b) Co-Participatory Activities – interaction, (c) Qualia (i.e.,
enjoyment, confidence, accomplishments, success, frustration, and tedium) – response; and (d)
Information Structure and Design Activities – results. The authors concluded that the WEBLEI
appears to be a reliable assessment tool in evaluating online learning environments, but more
extensive studies are needed to validate this instrument further.
DELES. Walker (2003) designed the 34-item DELES to explore online learning
environments. The DELES contains six scales: (a) Instructor Support, (b) Student Interaction
and Collaboration, (c) Personal Relevance, (d) Authentic Learning, (e) Active Learning, and (f)
Student Autonomy. Walker’s study validated his instrument and reported that online learning
environment characteristics show positive associations with student satisfaction level (Walker &
Fraser, 2005).
TROFLEI. Aldridge et al.’s (2004) assessed 10 classroom environments using the actual
and preferred forms of the TROFLEI instrument. Ten scales were included in their 80-item
TROFLEI survey: (a) Student Cohesiveness, (b) Teacher Support, (c) Involvement, (d)
Investigation, (e) Task Orientation, (f) Cooperation, (g) Equity, (h) Differentiation, (i) Computer
Usage, and (j) Young Adult Ethos. The author validated the survey by analyzing their findings,
and they advocated for further research using the TROFLEI instrument.
OLES. Trinidad et al. (2005) incorporated scales from four previously developed
instruments, including the above-mentioned DELES (2003), TROFLEI (2004), and two existing
surveys from earlier years. Their selection of scales from these four instruments resulted in the
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OLES containing 62 items that allocated to eight scales: (a) Computer Usage, (b) Teacher
Support, (c) Student Interaction & Collaboration, (d) Personal Relevance, (e) Authentic
Learning, (f) Students Autonomy, (g) Equity, and (h) Asynchronicity. OLES (2005) offered actual
and preferred forms for both students and teachers, in order to examine students’ and teachers’
perceptions of their actual and preferred online learning environments. For the purpose of
assessing students’ satisfaction with their online learning environments, the authors adapted an
additional Enjoyment scale from the Test of Science Related Attitudes (Fraser, 1981).
PSOL. Noel-Levitz Inc. conducted a large-scale Priorities Survey for Online Learners
(PSOL) (1998-2013) to assess the satisfaction and priorities of students in online education.
Noel-Levitz Inc. is an educational consulting firm founded by Noel and Levitz that is aimed
toward strategic planning for enrollment and student success. In the 2013 National Online
Learners Priorities Report provided by Noel-Levitz and SmarterServices, Bryant and Adkins
(2013) listed five main scales of PSOL in order of importance for graduate students from 104
institutions drawn from the 2010-2013 national survey results: (a) Institutional Perceptions, (b)
Enrollment Services, (c) Instructional Services, (d) Academic Services, and (e) Student Services.
Bryant and Adkins (2013) reported several main challenges identified by online graduate
students, such as quality of online instruction, clearly defined assignments in the syllabus, timely
feedback from faculty, and so on.
Need for a New Instrument
Based on the review of the existing online learning measurement tools described above,
this researcher developed a new instrument guided by previous criteria on online learning
assessments related to the specific online teaching and learning contexts among graduate
students at UTK. Developing a new instrument on the basis of the existing ones helps online
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course designers determine whether or not UTK online courses meet the current needs of
graduate students. The results of this research offer useful information for the online course
developers at UTK that should assist them in the development of courses and programs to better
meet the needs of graduate students at UTK.
Summary
This study utilized the CoI conceptual model, the CoI survey, the online learning
readiness surveys, the online learning environment surveys, and research findings from the
related online learning literature as a multifaceted theoretical framework to support the
development of a specific survey instrument to gather information about graduate student
perceptions regarding their online learning experiences at UTK. This survey research focused
primarily on student perceptions of their OLE experiences and considered the possibility that
their identified course satisfaction variables might show significant connections to the potential
attrition or persistence variables identified in the previous online attrition studies. The analyses
of research findings revealed student perceptions of online learning experiences and examined
their potential correlation with student success as measured by their course completion at the
graduate level.
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Chapter 3
Methodology
This study utilized a non-experimental survey research design, based in a post-positivist
worldview (Creswell, 2013; Devlin, 2006), in order to explore graduate students’ perceived
online learning experiences. The main purpose was: (a) to examine issues related to online
graduate course effectiveness, graduate student perceptions of characteristics of online learning
environments and their effectiveness; and (b) to explore the relationship between graduate
student perceptions and student success in online courses. Post-positivism holds “a deterministic
philosophy in which causes probably determine effects or outcomes” (Creswell, 2013, p. 7). This
study was passive in its design as there was no intent to manipulate any variables. Also, the study
was exploratory in nature as it sought to understand the perceptions of the characteristics of
online learning environments from a mixed population of traditional and non-traditional graduate
students regarding their online learning experiences.
This study focused on the following research questions:
1. How do graduate students perceive their online learning experiences on the following
key quality attributes of the online learning environments: teaching presence, social
presence, cognitive presence, institutional support, and self-directed learning?
2. Is there a relationship between graduate students’ demographic characteristics
(gender, age, race/ethnicity, marital status, employment status, student status, and
previous online learning experience) and their perceptions of the quality of their
online learning experiences?
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3. Is there a relationship between graduate students’ demographic characteristics
(gender, age, race/ethnicity, marital status, employment status, student status, and
previous online learning experience) and their reported success in the online course?
4. Is there a relationship between graduate students’ perceptions of their online course
experiences and their reported success in the online course?
5. What do graduate students report as types of essential support they need to be
successful in online courses?
Two conceptual models guided the design and methodology of this study. The two
models are the Community of Inquiry (CoI) conceptual model (Garrison et al., 2000) and the
Composite Persistence Model (CPM) (Rovai, 2003).
This chapter outlines the methods and procedures used to conduct the study. Information
pertaining to the research design, data sources, variables and instrumentation, data collection
procedures, delimitations, and limitations is also included.
Population and Sample
The population in this study was a group of graduate students enrolled in at least one
online course offered during the fall semester of 2014 at the University of Tennessee in
Knoxville (UTK), a large public university in the southeastern United States. These students
possessed the knowledge and ability to evaluate and reflect on their experiences in the online
learning environments that existed as part of their online course experiences. Online courses at
UTK are typically delivered using UTK's Learning Management System (LMS), Blackboard
LearnTM (Blackboard, 1997-2016). This relational study design involved students’ self-report
data. The students, both male and female, traditional and nontraditional, were between the ages
of 21 and 50. Participants included students from a wide range of graduate programs in various
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disciplines at UTK such as art, business, education, engineering, and so on. For the purpose of
this study, the researcher collected survey data concerning each student’s perception of their
learning experiences in online course(s) taken in the fall semester of 2014 (see Appendix A).
Variables and Instrumentation
The survey instrument designed for this research was titled “Graduate Student Online
Learning Environment Survey (GSOLES).” This survey was conducted to explore the online
students’ perceptions of their online learning environments. Students’ perceptions were based on
their expectations, interactions, and experiences with the online courses.
The GSOLES survey examined a number of variables, including student demographics
and online learning environment assessment variables. The demographic variables included
students' gender, age, race/ethnicity, marital status, employment status, enrollment status, online
learning experiences prior to the fall 2014 online courses (i.e., the number of previous online
courses), and more (see Appendix B for the complete survey). The graduate students' online
learning perceptions, as an essential attribute of online learners, was a variable of particular
interest in this study. Several sets of survey items were designed to gather data regarding
graduate students’ online learning experiences and how satisfied they were with them. The
results from this study should provide additional information about variables that might serve as
predictors of potential student attrition or completion of graduate coursework.
The GSOLES instrument was designed based on a number of existing online learning
readiness surveys and online learning environment survey instruments reviewed in Chapter 2.
The purpose of this study was to examine the OLEs in online graduate level courses at UTK.
Based upon findings from the results of the survey, the research will offer several
recommendations regarding how OLEs should be adapted to better meet the needs of online
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graduate students at UTK. The findings from this research should be of interest to online course
developers who desire to create viable OLEs for graduate students at UTK and, possibly, for
individuals in other contexts.
In recent years, more and more researchers (Aldridge et al., 2004; Chang & Fisher, 2003;
Chew, 2011; Taylor & Maor, 2000; Trinidad et al., 2005; Walker, 2003) have developed
effective instruments to explore online students’ perceptions and to help learners self-assess their
online learning experiences. The GSOLES instrument for this study was developed based on a
combination of: (a) commonly acknowledged elements of effective online learning that are often
used to rate online courses in higher education and (b) existing instruments created to measure
graduate student perceptions of OLEs. A review of the literature on Community of Inquiry,
online success, online readiness, online learning environments, and other aspects of online
learning literature was conducted, as presented in Chapter 2, in order to create or identify
relevant survey items for this study. Using a deductive scale-development process informed by
this literature, three main constructs were identified and defined, and then items were generated
as indicators of each construct. Thirty-four survey items were adopted from the CoI survey
(Swan et al., 2008). In addition, 21 items were added to the GSOLES survey instrument to
specifically enquire about several other key aspects of graduate students’ online learning
experiences. The three constructs for the 55 survey items were embedded in six sub-scales. An
additional survey section for collecting demographic information (containing 18 questions) was
included at the beginning of the GSOLES. More details about the survey constructs are included
in Table 4. The GSOLES instrument consisted of a total of 73 survey questions. The complete
survey is provided in Appendix B.
The survey developed for this study was comprised of two main sections: (a) a
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Table 4
Scales of Graduate Student Online Learning Environment Survey
Subscales
Items
Scales
Community of Inquiry Teaching Presence
1-13
Social Presence
14-22
Cognitive Presence
23-34
Institutional Support

Institutional Support

Variables
13
9
12

35-38

4

Self-Directed Learning Autonomous Learning
39-46
Asynchronous Online Learning 47-55

8
7
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demographic section and (b) a section examining the three perception indicator variables of CoI
(teaching presence, social presence, and cognitive presence), one variable of Institutional
Support, and two variable of Self-Directed Learning (Autonomous Learning and Asynchronous
Online Learning). The following is a sample survey question, preceded by instruction for
responding to the item:
Please think about how well the following statement describes what this course was like
for you and then respond using the following scale: Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neutral,
Agree, and Strongly Agree.
I was able to remain motivated even though the instructor was not
online at all times.
Procedures
Development of Pilot Survey
Survey Creation Methods. The GSOLES survey, which was designed using a webbased survey administration tool, Qualtrics, available through the UTK Office of Information
Technology (Qualtrics, 2016), was piloted in the fall semester of 2014. Ten current UTK
graduate students, a group of respondents similar to the study participants, provided feedback
regarding whether there were any aspects that could be used in making minor modifications in
the instrument to clarify misunderstandings or logical flow problems in the survey delivery.
A literature review and brainstorming were the two main methods used to create the new
survey instrument. The survey (see Appendix C) focused on three major constructs: (a)
Community of Inquiry, (b) Institutional Support, and (c) Self-Directed Learning. A self-report
method, which consisted of 55 Likert-type items, was used. A 5-point Likert attitude scale was
employed, which allowed participants to choose “neutral,” if desired (Colton & Covert, 2007). In
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addition, 18 demographic questions explored students' prior online learning experiences,
motivation, and online learning background information. Throughout the process of creating the
survey items, a number of faculty with expertise in survey development were consulted.
Assessing Reliability and Validity. For the purpose of validity testing, the pilot
administration of the instrument was conducted during the development process. The survey
design was reviewed by the researcher and was pilot-tested with graduate students to ensure that
the survey items measured the intended constructs of the research and to ensure high validity of
this survey instrument.
The internal consistency of each non-demographic section of the survey was assessed.
Based on the assumptions of the conceptual models and previous survey research studies, the
three main constructs of GSOLES were expected to be distinct, although overlapping. The
discriminant validity across scales was also examined. Reliability estimates were obtained by
calculating Cronbach’s alpha. The researcher checked to confirm that all alpha estimates were
higher than .80.
Pilot Testing of New Survey. The pilot survey study was conducted with a group of 10
UTK graduate students from an online course in the fall of 2014. The feedback from the pilot
survey participants was incorporated into the design of the final survey instrument that was
administered to the respondents after the conclusion of the fall semester of 2014.
Data Collection
After obtaining IRB approval to conduct this research, the revised survey was finalized
and used to gather data from the entire population of UTK graduate students who were enrolled
in online courses at UTK during the fall semester of 2014. In January 2015, the researcher
emailed participants through the Qualtrics program explaining the purpose of the study (see
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Appendix D). Students were invited to participate by clicking the informed consent link
contained in the emails, which led the participants to review an informed consent statement,
indicate a willingness to complete the survey (see Appendix E). Participants then proceed to the
survey link, which enabled individual respondents to access the survey. Data were collected
through the GSOLES questionnaire within 15 days. Prior to the start of the survey, the researcher
informed the participants that personal identifying information was not to be collected, and the
incentive information was not linked to the research study, so the researcher was not able to
identify specific participants (see Appendix D).
The primary mode of data collection was the administration of the online GSOLES
survey; as online learners, all participants had access to a computer with Internet connection. An
online survey method was also a convenient choice, considering the distance between the
researcher and the participants. The researcher obtained access to all of the UTK graduate
students enrolled in online courses during the fall semester of 2014 from a list of graduate
students provided by the SERA office at UTK. SERA provided a total of 909 student email
addresses were provided. To address a possible low response rate issue that is common in online
surveys, the researcher sent a mass pre-notification email to all participants, informing them that
they would soon receive a solicitation to participate in a study about their online learning
experiences during the fall semester of 2014. Follow-up mass email reminders were sent until the
data collection process was completed. As an incentive to participate in the survey, all potential
participants were entered into a drawing to win one of five electronic gift cards valued at $50.
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Data Analysis
The results of the GSOLES survey distributed in the spring semester of 2015 comprised
the data for this study. The data analysis process employed quantitative methodologies, including
both descriptive and exploratory statistical analysis (Creswell, 2012).
Data cleaning was the first step when data were entered. The researcher checked to
ensure that the data gathered by the Qualtrics program were clean and free of any possible errors.
Once this was done, a series of descriptive statistical procedures were conducted. Frequencies
were run to examine the respondents, and all data were checked to determine whether it was
necessary to reverse-code or perform any other coding changes, and also to see if there were any
entry errors. Checks on normality and the possible presence of outliers were also made, and
scores were transformed when necessary. Missing data were replaced with group means for the
relevant variables if the percentage of missing data was less than 5%. After completing data
cleaning, the Likert scale results were examined using descriptive statistics. The Likert-type
response options were given numerical scores (i.e., “Strongly Disagree = 1,” “Disagree = 2,”
“Neutral = 3,” “Agree = 4,” “Strongly Agree = 5”). The scores for survey items were aggregated
into subtests for analysis. Levene’s test was used to test the assumption of homogeneity of
variance (Huck, 2012).
IBM® SPSS® Statistics 23.0 software was used to organize and analyze the data. Data
were analyzed through descriptive statistical analysis and relational statistical analysis, such as
independent t-tests and between-groups analysis of variances.
Instrumentation
This GSOLES survey was designed based on a number of existing online learning
readiness surveys and online learning environment survey instruments including the 34-item
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Community of Inquiry (CoI) survey (Swan et al., 2008). This study contributes to the knowledge
base by examining further the results and reliability of the GSOLES survey, which was adapted
from these surveys. Reliability is concerned with the reproducibility of measurements or, more
specifically, with random errors in this study’s results. Cronbach’s alpha was used to determine
the instrument’s reliability for this study’s sample. The calculated reliability coefficient (alpha)
for this overall 55-item GSOLES survey was .98, which indicated high inter-correlations leading
to internal consistencies of the survey items used in this study (Cronbach, 1984; George &
Mallery, 2013). Table 5 provides Cronbach’s alpha for the GSOLES with this current dataset.
The alpha reliability and discriminant validity for each of the 55 items in the GSOLES scales
utilized in this study are presented in Table 5. The discriminant validity across scales ranged
from .22 to .32. This finding confirmed the discriminant validity of the GSOLES instrument,
indicating that the measures of constructs were not strongly related to one another (Colton &
Covert, 2007).
The Research Questions and Hypotheses
Research Question 1: How do graduate students perceive their online learning
experiences on the following key quality attributes of the online learning environments: teaching
presence, social presence, cognitive presence, institutional support, and self-directed learning?
The first research question examined graduate students’ perceived key quality attributes
of their online learning environments based on their online learning experiences. The data for
this research question were analyzed using descriptive statistical analysis. Respondent were
asked to report how they assessed their online course experience regarding teaching presence
(items 1-13), social presence (items 14-22), cognitive presence (items 23-34), institutional
support (items 35-38), autonomous learning (items 39-46), and asynchronous online learning
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Table 5
Internal Consistency Reliability (Cronbach Alpha Coefficient) and
Convergent Validity (Mean Correlation with Other Scales)
Items Alpha Reliability Discriminant Validity
GSOLES Scales and Subscales
Community of Inquiry
1-34
Teaching Presence
1-13
.97
0.25
Social Presence
14-22
.94
0.27
Cognitive Presence
23-34
.97
0.32
Institutional Support
35-38
Institutional Support
35-38
.82
0.22
Self-Directed Learning
39-55
Autonomous Learning
39-46
.90
0.27
Asynchronous Online Learning 47-55
.92
0.28
Note. n = 238.
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(items 47-55). Responses were given on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from “Strongly
Disagree” to “Strongly Agree.” This analysis yielded means for each scale of the GSOLES
survey.
Items 1-13 were summed to calculate a teaching presence score. The maximum score was 65,
and the minimum score on the teaching presence subscale was 13. Items 14-22 were summed to
calculate a social presence score. The maximum score was 45, and the minimum score on the
social presence subscale was 9. Items 23-34 were summed to calculate a cognitive presence
score. The maximum score was 60, and the minimum score on the cognitive presence subscale
was 12.
Items 35-38 were summed to calculate an institutional support score. The maximum
score was 20, and the minimum score on the institutional support subscale was 4. Items 39-46
were summed to calculate an autonomous learning score. The maximum score was 40, and the
minimum score on the autonomous learning subscale was 8. Items 47-55 were summed to
calculate an asynchronous online learning score. The maximum score was 45, and the minimum
score on the asynchronous online learning subscale was 9.
Research Question 2: Is there a relationship between graduate students’ demographic
characteristics (gender, age, race/ethnicity, marital status, employment status, student status, and
previous online learning experience) and their perceptions of the quality of their online learning
experiences?
The second research question concerns a possible correlation between graduate students’
online learning experiences and their demographic characteristics. For this question, correlational
analyses were conducted to investigate the relationships between the demographics and the
aggregated scores of the GSOLEs. As it related to age, the researcher conducted a set of
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between-groups analyses of variance (ANOVAs) to look at the comparison of online course
experience perceptions among four age groups. Analyses on other selected demographic
variables, such as gender, were also conducted for the comparison of online course experience
perceptions. Next, correlational analyses were conducted to investigate the relationships between
the demographics and each of the scales of the GSOLEs.
The following statistical hypotheses were tested for Research Question 2:
Ho21: There is no significant difference based on gender in graduate students’ satisfaction
with their online course.
H121: There is a significant difference in online course satisfaction means between male
and female graduate students. Gender refers to sexual identity.
Online course satisfaction is defined as a student’s perceptions of his/her course
experience (measured on a scale of 1 to 5). An independent t-test analysis was used.
Ho22: There is no significant difference based on age in graduate students’ perceptions of
their online course.
H122: There is a significant difference in course satisfaction means among the six
different student age groups.
A one-way between-groups ANOVA analysis was used.
Ho23: There is no significant difference based on race/ethnicity in graduate students’
perceptions of their online course.
H123: There is a significant difference in course satisfaction means among the eight
different student racial/ethnic groups.
An independent t-test analysis was used.
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Ho24: There is no significant difference based on marital status in graduate students’
perceptions of their online course.
H124: There is a significant difference in course satisfaction means depending on whether
or not a graduate student is married.
An independent t-test analysis was used.
Ho25: There is no significant difference based on employment status in graduate students’
perceptions of their online course.
H125: There is a significant difference in course satisfaction means depending on whether
or not a graduate student is employed full-time.
An independent t-test analysis was used.
Ho26: There is no significant difference based on student status in graduate students’
perceptions of their online course.
H126: There is a significant difference in online course satisfaction means for full-time
and part-time graduate students.
Student status is determined based on students’ total enrollment. Full-time enrollment in
the fall is considered nine credit hours for graduate students at UTK.
An independent t-test analysis was used.
Ho27: There is no significant difference based on previous online learning experience in
graduate students’ perceptions of their online course.
H127: Graduate students with and without previous online learning experience will report
significantly different levels of online course satisfaction.
An independent t-test analysis was used.
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Ho28: There is no significant difference based on future enrollment planning in graduate
students’ perceptions of their online course.
H128: Graduate students with and without intentions of enrolling in more online courses
at UTK in the future will report significantly different levels of online course satisfaction.
An independent t-test analysis was used.
Ho29: There is no significant difference based on residency status in graduate students’
perceptions of their online course.
H129: There is a significant difference in course satisfaction means between domestic and
international graduate students.
A descriptive statistical analysis was used.
Ho210: There is no significant difference based on first language in graduate students’
perceptions of their online course.
H1210: There is a significant difference in course satisfaction means between native
English speakers and non-native English speakers.
A descriptive statistical analysis was used.
Ho211: There is no significant difference based on online program enrollment in graduate
students’ perceptions of their online course.
H1211: There is a significant difference in course satisfaction means depending on
whether or not a graduate student is currently enrolled in an online program.
An independent t-test analysis was used.
Ho212: There is no significant difference based on number of online courses in graduate
students’ perceptions of their online course.
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H1212: There is a significant difference in course satisfaction means depending on the
number of online courses in which a graduate student is currently enrolled.
An independent t-test as well as a Spearman’s correlation analysis were used.
Research Question 3: Is there a relationship between graduate students’ demographic
characteristics (gender, age, race/ethnicity, marital status, employment status, student status, and
previous online learning experience) and their reported success in the online course?
The third research question concerns a possible correlation between graduate students’
reported online learning success and their demographic characteristics. The researcher examined
the comparison of online course completion between males and females, among different age
groups, and between groups of students with or without previous online learning experience.
Chi-square analyses were conducted for this purpose. Analyses on additional demographic
variables (i.e., race/ethnicity, employment status) were also conducted for the comparison of
online course completion.
The following hypothesis was proposed for Research Question 3:
Ho30: There is no significant difference based on demographic characteristics in graduate
students’ reported success in their online course.
H130: Graduate students’ demographic characteristics will affect their reported online
learning success.
Online course success is defined as whether or not a student successfully completes
his/her online course.
Due to the fact that very few unsuccessful students, i.e., those who reported that they had
not completed their online course, responded to the survey, this hypothesis could not be tested.
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Instead, a descriptive statistical summary was tabulated to summarize the characteristics of the
small number of non-completer respondents.
Research Question 4: Is there a relationship between graduate students’ perceptions of
their online course experiences and their reported success in the online course?
The fourth research question examined how graduate students’ online learning success
correlates with their perceptions of the online courses. To examine this association, the
researcher first conducted descriptive statistical analyses and determined the percentage of
students who completed their course, versus the percentage of students who did not complete the
course. This analysis aimed to reveal whether or not students who completed the online courses
reported significantly more positive (or negative) perceptions of their online learning
experiences.
The following hypothesis was proposed for Research Question 4:
Ho40: Student satisfaction will not predict whether or not a student successfully
completes his/her online course (student satisfaction is measured by six variables:
teaching presence, social presence, cognitive presence, institutional support, autonomous
learning, and asynchronous online learning).
H140: The combination of perceptions about online course experience variables will
predict whether or not a student successfully completes his/her online course.
As explained above, due to the limited data that were obtained from students who were
not successful in their online courses, this hypothesis could not be tested in this study. A
descriptive statistical analysis was used instead.
Research Question 5: What do graduate students report as types of essential support
they need to be successful in online courses?
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In order to seek information to address the fifth research question, the researcher
identified academic factors that affect online student course satisfaction, by using the descriptive
and correlational statistical analyses completed for each of the GSOLES scales. In addition,
related non-academic factors were examined for the purpose of exploring potential means to
promote student online course satisfaction.
Delimitations
The findings and conclusions of this study are considered to be tied to the specific
population of respondents who participated in this study. The online learning perceptions of a
graduate student population at the University of Tennessee in Knoxville are the only student
perceptions reported. Findings in this study may not describe well the online learning perceptions
and characteristics of graduate student populations at other universities. Also, all survey items
were subject to the respondents’ interpretation.
Summary
Online education is in a state of development driven by emergent technologies. This
study explored student perceptions and experiences in online education. The research endeavor
provided a discussion of the trends and issues related to online learning environments in higher
education and the important characteristics of OLEs. The discussion also included the intended
research methodology and outlines the research design of this study. This study added to the
existing literature on the understanding of online student persistence and attrition. It offered
useful information to help online learners understand OLEs and adopt appropriate strategies to
improve their persistence. The findings can inform administrators and policy-makers as they
work to increase completion rates among online learners.
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Chapter 4
Findings
This purpose of this study was to examine issues related to online graduate course
effectiveness, graduate student perceptions of characteristics of online learning environments and
their effectiveness, and to explore the relationship between graduate student perceptions and
student success in online courses. This study is a small first step in identifying critical factors
that influence students’ experiences and success in online learning environments. Graduate
students who had online course experiences at the University of Tennessee in Knoxville
completed an online survey, the Graduate Student Online Learning Environment Survey
(GSOLES), about their perceived experiences in online learning environments in the fall
semester of 2014. In this study, a student’s perceptions towards his/her course learning
experience was considered as student satisfaction with the course. Descriptive statistics, twotailed t-tests, Spearman’s correlations, and analyses of variances with post-hoc testing were used
to analyze the data and answer the following research questions:
1. How do graduate students perceive their online learning experiences on the following
key quality attributes of the online learning environments: teaching presence, social
presence, cognitive presence, institutional support, and self-directed learning?
2. Is there a relationship between graduate students’ demographic characteristics
(gender, age, race/ethnicity, marital status, employment status, student status, and
previous online learning experience) and their perceptions of the quality of their
online learning experiences?
3. Is there a relationship between graduate students’ demographic characteristics
(gender, age, race/ethnicity, marital status, employment status, student status, and
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previous online learning experience) and their reported success in the online course?
4. Is there a relationship between graduate students’ perceptions of their online course
experiences and their reported success in the online course?
5. What do graduate students report as types of essential support they need to be
successful in online courses?
The study’s findings are presented in this chapter. Demographic descriptions of
respondents are provided along with the findings of each research question. Included in the
results are (a) demographic data and (b) the findings for the five research questions. Statistical
significance was determined at the .05 level of confidence (Huck, 2012). A short list of key
findings is provided at the end of this chapter.
Demographic Data
A group of 909 graduate students were invited to participate in the study. They were
enrolled in at least one online course during the fall semester of 2014 at UTK. A total of 240
graduate students volunteered to participate by completing the online survey in this study. Two
respondents indicated that they had not taken any online courses during the fall semester of 2014,
even though the 909 graduate students who were invited to participate were selected by the
SERA office on the basis that they were enrolled in at least one online courses in the fall
semester of 2014, according to the mail list provider. Because exact enrollment records for the
population could not be accessed by the researcher, no validation for these responses could be
established. Therefore, data from the two respondents who reported that they were not enrolled
in online coursework during the fall 2014 semester were removed from the final data set.
A total of 238 graduate students completed the GSOLES survey for an overall response
rate of 26%. The researcher followed a 12-step approach to make decisions on data cleaning
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(Morrow & Skolits, 2014). A preliminary examination of the sample data revealed that a very
small number (less than 1.7%) of data entries were questioned for deletion. The researcher
thoroughly examined the data before deciding on using any type of missing data methods. While
a few answers to questions were missing, it was possible to calculate each factor of online
learning environments and each factor of the GSOLES scales for every respondent. Therefore,
no other responses were eliminated from the study. This study was narrowed to 18 demographic
characteristics: gender, age, race/ethnicity, marital status, employment, student status, degree
objective, academic program, previous online learning experiences, previous online course
enrollment, future online course enrollment, residency status, first language, online program
enrollment, current online course enrollment, reason for enrolling, online course completion and
learning management system. Table 6 presents the demographic characteristics of GSOLES
respondents.
Approximately 21.0% (n = 50) of the respondents were male and 79.0% (n = 188) were
female. Respondent ages were 21-30 (45.8%, 109), 31-40 (24.4%, 58), 41-50 (18.5%, 44), and
51 or older (11.3%, 27). None of the respondents were 20 or under. The most responses were
from respondents 21-30 years of age, which consisted of respondents 21-25 years of age (20.6%,
49) and 26-30 years of age (25.2%, 60). The majority of respondents identified as White, not of
Hispanic origin (79.0%, 188), followed by African American (9.2%, 22), Asian (6.3%, 15), and
Hispanic (2.1%, 5). Eight respondents (3.4%) identified themselves as more than one race. These
demographics are comparable to the overall graduate student population at UTK (The Office of
Institutional Research & Assessment, 2016).
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Table 6
Demographic Characteristics of GSOLES Respondents
n
%
Characteristic
Gender
Male
50
21.0
Female
188
79.0
Age (years old)
21-30
109
45.8
31-40
58
24.4
41-50
44
18.5
51+
27
11.3
Race/Ethnicity
Hispanic/Latino
5
2.1
Asian
15
6.3
Black or African American
22
9.2
White
188
79.0
More than one race
8
3.4
Marital Status
Single
77
32.4
Married
138
58.0
Divorced
15
6.3
Other
8
3.4
Employment Status
Full-time
141
59.2
Part-time
70
29.4
Not employed
26
10.9
No Answer
1
0.4
Student Status
Full-time
128
53.8
Part-time
99
41.6
Other
10
4.2
No Answer
1
0.4
Degree Objective
Master’s degree
170
71.4
Specialist degree
4
1.7
Doctoral degree
60
25.2
Graduate non-degree
3
1.3
Other
1
0.4
Note. n = 238.
Cont. over
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Table 6 (continued)
Demographic Characteristics of GSOLES Respondents
n
%
Characteristic
Academic Program
Business
2
0.8
Communications
14
5.9
Education
39 16.4
Engineering
19
8.0
Information Technology
28 11.8
Medical/Nursing/Veterinary
22
9.2
Sciences
24 10.1
Social Sciences
88 37.0
Other
2
0.8
Prior Online Course Enrollment
Yes
119 50.0
No
119 50.0
No. of Online Courses Enrolled Prior to Fall 2014
1
20
8.4
2
12
5.0
4
12
5.0
6
13
5.5
Future Online Course Enrollment
Yes
204 85.7
No
34 14.3
Residency Status
Domestic
226 95.0
International
12
5.0
First Language
English
222 93.3
Other
16
6.7
Online Program Enrollment
Yes
176 73.9
No
61 25.6
No Answer
1
0.4
No. of Online Courses Enrolled in Fall 2014
1
85 35.7
2
101 42.4
3
33 13.9
4
9
3.8
5
8
3.4
5+
2
0.8
Note. n = 238.
Cont. over
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Table 6 (continued)
Demographic Characteristics of GSOLES Respondents
n
%
Characteristic
Reason for Enrolling
Major
160 67.2
Minor
7 2.9
Elective(s)
37 15.5
Program requirement
131 55.0
Other
19 8.0
Course Completion
Yes
225 94.5
No
8 3.4
No Answer
5 2.1
Learning Management System* (n = 134)
Blackboard Learn
129 96.3
Other
5 3.7
Note. n = 238.
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More than half (58.0%, 138) of respondents indicated they were married, followed by
those identifying as being single (32.4%, 77), divorced (6.3%, 15), and other (3.4%, 8). The
majority of respondents also reported being employed (88.7%, 211), with 26 respondents
(10.9%) indicating they currently were not employed. One respondent (0.4%) preferred not to
answer. Among the employed, 59.2% (n = 141) were employed full-time and 29.4% (n = 70)
were employed part-time. The majority of respondents also reported being full-time students
(53.8%, 128), followed by part-time students (41.6%, 99), and other (4.2%, 10). One participant
(0.4%) preferred not to answer.
The most frequent degree objective reported was master’s degree (71.4%, 170), followed
by doctoral degree (25.2%, 60), specialist degree (1.7%, 4), non-degree (1.3%, 3), and other
(0.4%, 1). Program affiliation varied, with a majority enrolled in social sciences (37.0%, 88),
followed by education (16.4%, 39), information technology (11.8%, 28), physical sciences
(10.1%, 24), medical (9.2%, 22), engineering (8.0%, 19), communications (5.9%, 14), business
(0.8%, 2), and other (0.8%, 2). Another important piece of demographic information was prior
online course enrollment. Respondents who took online courses in the fall 2014 semester were
asked if they had taken any online courses at the same university previously. The data were
reported within the range from one to six. The most frequent number of online courses that were
taken previously was one. Twenty respondents (8.4%) indicated that they had taken one online
course prior to the fall 2014 semester. The second most common number of online courses that
were taken previously were six. Thirteen respondents (5.5%) indicated that they had taken six
course prior to the fall 2014 semester. The next most common numbers of online courses that
were taken previously were four (5.0%, 12) and two (5.0%, 12). Half of the respondents
indicated no prior online course enrollment (50.0%, 119). The majority of respondents indicated
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that they would enroll in another online course at the same university (85.7%, 204), and 34
respondents (14.3%) indicated that they would not enroll in another online course.
The majority of respondents also reported being domestic students (95.0%, 226), and 12
respondents (5.0%) indicated that they were international students. The majority of respondents
reported English as their first language (93.3%, 222), and 16 respondents (6.7%) indicated that
English was not their first language. The majority of respondents reported being enrolled in an
online program currently (73.9%, 176), and 61 respondents (25.6%) indicated that they were not
enrolled in an online program. One respondent (0.4%) preferred not to answer.
Respondents were also asked the number of online courses they took in the fall 2014
semester. The most frequently reported number of online courses taken was two (42.4%, 101),
followed by one (35.7%, 85), three (13.9%, 33), four (3.8%, 9), five (3.4%, 8), and more than
five (0.8%, 2). When asked about why they enrolled in online course(s), respondents were
allowed to select “all that apply,” so the total number of responses totaled more than 100%. The
most selected reason was “in my major,” with 67.2% of the respondents (n = 160) choosing that
option. The second most common reason was “a program requirement,” with 55.0% of the
respondents (n = 131) choosing that option. Thirty-seven respondents (15.5%) indicated that they
enrolled in the online course(s) as elective(s), while seven respondents (2.9%) indicated that the
online course(s) was(were) in their minor. The remaining 8.0% (n = 19) selected other reasons.
The respondents were asked whether they were able to complete all the online courses
taken in the fall 2014 semester successfully. The results showed that the majority of respondents
reported successful completion (94.5%, 225), whereas eight respondents (3.4%) indicated
otherwise. Five respondents (2.1%) preferred not to answer. Respondents who took online
courses in the fall 2014 semester were asked if their online courses were delivered using the
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university’s Learning Management System (LMS), Blackboard LearnTM. However, this LMS
variable was compromised during data collection and was not able to be reported by all the
respondents. A total of only 134 respondents responded to this question, among which
approximately 96.3% (n = 129) reported that Blackboard LearnTM was used in their online
courses, and 3.7% (n = 5) reported that other types of LMS were used.
Findings
The findings of this study are organized according to the five research questions.
Research Question 1: Online Learning Perceptions
The first research question explored graduate students’ perceived key quality attributes of
the online learning environments based on their online learning experiences. Specific questions
pertained to respondents’ perceived teaching presence, social presence, cognitive presence,
institutional support, and self-directed learning. Responses were given on a give-point Likerttype scale ranging from “Strongly Disagree” to “Strongly Agree.” The respondents gave an
overall average rating of 3.86 regarding their online course perceptions (SD = .75). The majority
of respondents (87.4%, 208) reported positive online learning experiences (M = 4.07, SD = .53).
The overall means and standard deviations for the three main scales and six subscales are
presented in Table 7. The Autonomous Learning scale had the highest mean (M = 4.01, SD =
.75), which suggests that this particular group of respondents perceived themselves as being
sufficiently autonomous online learners. The Social Presence scale had the lowest mean (M =
3.70, SD = .89) among all the scales which indicates a relatively lower perceived social presence
in the respondents’ online learning environments. Five of the scales fell within the means of 3.00
to 4.00, indicating that, on average, students gave responses of “Neutral” to “Agree” on these
scales. In order of increasing mean scores, these five scales were: Social Presence (M = 3.70, SD
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Table 7
Mean and Standard Deviation for All GSOLES Scales
M
GSOLES Scales and Subscales
Community of Inquiry
3.80
Teaching Presence
3.80
Social Presence
3.70
Cognitive Presence
3.88
Institutional Support
3.82
Institutional Support
3.82
Self-Directed Learning
4.00
Autonomous Learning
4.01
Asynchronous Online Learning
3.98
Overall Perceptions
3.86
Positive
4.07
Negative
2.47

SD
.84
1.00
.89
.91
.77
.77
.70
.75
.74
.75
.53
.45

n
238
238
238
238
238
238
238
238
238
238
208
30
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= .89), Teaching Presence (M = 3.80, SD = 1.00), Institutional Support (M = 3.82, SD = .77),
Cognitive Presence (M = 3.88, SD = .91), and Asynchronous Online Learning scales (M = 3.98,
SD = .74). The remainder of the scales, Autonomous Learning (M = 4.01, SD = .75), fell in
between the means of 4.00 to 5.00, which indicated that, on average, students responded “Agree”
on this scale. The results revealed that, overall, respondents in this study perceived themselves to
be self-directed.
Research Question 2: Online Learner Characteristics and Online Learning Perceptions
The second research question sought to provide insight on the correlation between
graduate students’ online learning experiences and their demographic characteristics.
Respondents were asked to report perceptions about selected aspects of their learning
experiences in online courses. Responses were given on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from
“Strongly Disagree” to “Strongly Agree.” For this question, correlational analyses were
conducted to investigate the correlations between the demographics and the aggregated scores of
the GSOLEs.
Gender. As was mentioned in the section demographic data for this study, there was a
greater representation of female students compared to male students. Out of the 238 respondents,
188 were female, and 50 were male (GSOLES survey question #1). An independent-measures
two-tailed t-test analysis was performed to examine the relationship between gender and the
overall scale score of graduate students’ perceptions of their online courses (items 1-55). Results
of this analysis revealed that there was no significant difference in online course learning
perception means between male (M = 3.82, SD = .72) and female (M = 3.88, SD = .75) graduate
students, t(236) = -.45, p = .656. The effect size for this analysis (d = .07) was found to be even
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lower than Cohen’s (1988) convention for a small effect (d = .20). Table 8 compares
respondents’ online learning perceptions on each GSOLES scale by gender.
Age. Four age groups were identified among the respondents: ages 21-30, 31-40, 41-50,
and 51 and older (GSOLES survey question #2). A one-way between-groups ANOVA analysis
was performed to examine the relationship between graduate students’ age range and the overall
scale score of their perceptions of online course. No significant difference was found in this
analysis. However, based on the results of this study, there was a significant difference in
cognitive presence perception means (items 23-34) among the four different student age groups
(p = .021). The results of a Tamhane test showed that older students, those aged 51 and older (M
= 4.10, SD = .55), had reported significantly higher scores on the scale of cognitive presence
perceptions in online courses compared to younger students, especially those aged 21-30 (M =
3.69, SD = 1.00), p = .032. The effect size for this analysis (d = 0.51) was found to be moderate
according to Cohen’s (1988) convention for a medium effect (d = 0.50). Table 9 compares
respondents’ online learning perceptions on each GSOLES scale by age.
Race/Ethnicity. A total of 188 respondents (79.0%) in this study identified as White, and
50 respondents (51.0%) indicated otherwise (GSOLES survey question #3). An independentmeasures two-tailed t-test analysis was performed to examine the relationship between race and
the overall scale score of graduate students’ perceptions of their online course. Results of this
analysis showed that there was no significant difference in online course learning perception
means between White (M = 3.88, SD = .76) and non-White (M = 3.81, SD = .72) graduate
students: t(236) = .54, p = .59. The effect size for this analysis (d = 0.09) was found to be even
lower than Cohen’s (1988) convention for a small effect (d = 0.20).

69

Table 8
Independent t-test between Students’ Gender and Learning Perceptions on each GSOLES Scale
Males
Females
M
SD
M
SD
t
p
d
GSOLES Scales and Subscales
Community of Inquiry
3.77 .82 3.80
.85
-.26
.797 .04
Teaching Presence
3.85 .92 3.79 1.03
.38
.704 .06
Social Presence
3.61 .87 3.73
.89
-.84
.402 .13
Cognitive Presence
3.84 .86 3.89
.92
-.32
.752 .05
Institutional Support
3.69 .79 3.85
.76
-1.30 .194 .21
Institutional Support
3.69 .79 3.85
.76
-1.30 .194 .21
Self-Directed Learning
3.93 .64 4.01
.72
-.76
.451 .12
Autonomous Learning
3.96 .66 4.02
.77
-.52
.601 .09
Asynchronous Online Learning
3.90 .70 4.00
.75
-.90
.370 .15
Overall Perceptions
3.82 .72 3.88
.75
-.45
.656 .07
Note. df = 236.

70

Table 9
Mean and Standard Deviation for All Student Age Groups on Overall Learning Perceptions
Overall Perceptions
M
SD
n
Student Age Group
21-30 years old
3.73
.79
109
31-40 years old
3.93
.73
58
41-50 years old
4.01
.73
44
51 years old or older
4.01
.50
27
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Marital status. Out of all the respondents, 138 were married, while 100 were not
(GSOLES survey question #4). An independent-measures two-tailed t-test analysis was
performed to examine the relationship between marital status and the overall scale score of
graduate students’ perceptions of their online course. Results of this analysis indicated a
significant difference. Married students (M = 4.01, SD = .68) reported significantly higher scores
on the overall scale of online course learning perceptions compared to students who were not
married (M = 3.66, SD = .78): t(236) = -3.72, p = .000; d = 0.48. The effect size for this analysis
(d = 0.48) was found to exceed Cohen’s (1988) convention for a small effect (d = 0.20).
Employment status. A total of 141 respondents were employed full-time, and 96 were
not (GSOLES survey question #5). An independent-measures two-tailed t-test analysis was
performed to examine the relationship between employment status and the overall scale score of
graduate students’ perceptions of their online course. Results of this analysis revealed that there
was a significant difference in the means of the overall scale of online course learning perception
scores for graduate students who are employed full-time and part-time. Students employed fulltime (M = 3.98, SD = .70) reported significantly higher scores on the overall scale of online
course learning perceptions compared to students employed part-time (M = 3.69, SD = .78):
t(235) = 3.00, p = .003. The effect size for this analysis (d = 0.39) was found to exceed Cohen’s
(1988) convention for a small effect (d = 0.20).
Student status. A total of 128 respondents were full-time students, and 109 were parttime (GSOLES survey question #6). An independent-measures two-tailed t-test analysis was
performed to examine the relationship between student status and the overall scale score of
graduate students’ perceptions of their online course. Results of this analysis indicated a
significant difference. Part-time students (M = 4.02, SD = .67) reported significantly higher
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scores on the overall scale of online course learning perceptions compared to full-time students
(M = 3.73, SD = .79): t(235) = -3.17, p = .002. The effect size for this analysis (d = 0.41) was
found to exceed Cohen’s (1988) convention for a small effect (d = 0.20).
Prior online learning experiences. A total of 119 respondents reported having prior
online learning experiences, and 119 indicated that they did not have prior experiences
(GSOLES survey question #9). An independent-measures two-tailed t-test analysis was
conducted to examine the relationship between prior online learning experiences and the overall
scale score of graduate students’ perceptions of their online course. The results of this analysis
showed that there was no significant difference in online course learning perception means
between the two groups of students. Graduate students with (M = 3.91, SD = .76) and without (M
= 3.82, SD = .73) previous online learning experiences reported comparable scores on
perceptions toward online course learning: t(236) = .86, p = .39. The effect size for this analysis
(d = 0.11) was found to be even lower than Cohen’s (1988) convention for a small effect (d =
0.20). Although not statistically significant, graduate students with previous online learning
experiences showed higher means of online learning perceptions compared to those without
previous experience.
Future enrollment. Out of all the 238 respondents, 204 reported the intention to enroll in
more online courses at UTK in the future, and 34 indicated otherwise (GSOLES survey question
#11). An independent-measures two-tailed t-test analysis was performed to examine the
relationship between future enrollment planning and the overall scale score of graduate students’
perceptions of their online course. Results of this analysis indicated a significant difference.
Graduate students who expressed interests in enrolling in another online course at UTK (M =
3.99, SD = .67) reported significantly higher scores on the overall scale of online course learning
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perceptions compared to graduate students who had no such interest (M = 3.09, SD = .72): t(236)
= 7.19, p = .000. The effect size for this analysis (d = 1.30) was found to exceed Cohen’s (1988)
convention for a large effect (d = 0.80).
Residency status. A total of 226 respondents identified as domestic students, and 12
identified as international students (GSOLES survey question #12). The use of an independentmeasures two-tailed t-test analysis was planned to examine the relationship between residency
status and the overall scale score of graduate students’ perceptions of their online course.
However, since statistics literature generally accepts 30 as a rule of thumb for an adequate
sample size (Cohen, 1988), this analysis was not conducted due to the small size of the
international student group. As the results of this study showed, although comparable, domestic
graduate students (M = 3.87, SD = .76) reported slightly higher means of scores on the overall
scale of online learning perceptions compared to international graduate students (M = 3.75, SD =
.56).
First language. A total of 222 respondents identified English as their first language, and
16 identified otherwise (GSOLES survey question #13). Due to the small sample size issue, as
discussed above, the independent t-test analysis was not performed. Descriptive analysis showed
that graduate students who were native English speakers (M = 3.86, SD = .76) and graduate
students who were not (M = 3.89, SD = .59) reported very similar mean scores on overall
perceptions toward online course learning.
Current enrollment. A total of 176 respondents were currently enrolled in an online
program, and 61 identified otherwise (GSOLES survey question #14). An independent-measures
two-tailed t-test analysis was performed to examine if there is any difference based on current
enrollment in online programs in scores on the overall scale of graduate students’ perceptions of
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their online course. Results of this analysis indicated a significant difference. Graduate students
who were currently enrolled in an online program of study at UTK (M = 3.98, SD = .69) reported
significantly higher scores on the overall scale of online course learning perceptions compared to
graduate students who were not enrolled in an online program (M = 3.52, SD = .80): t(236) =
3.96, p = .000. The effect size for this analysis (d = 0.61) was found to be moderate according to
Cohen’s (1988) convention for a medium effect (d = 0.50).
Number of online courses. Among all respondents, 153 enrolled in more than one online
course at UTK in the fall 2014 semester, while 85 enrolled in only one online course (GSOLES
survey question #15). An independent-measures two-tailed t-test analysis was performed to
examine if there is any difference based on number of online courses in graduate students’
perceptions of their online course. Results of this analysis showed that graduate students who
were enrolled in more than one online course (M = 4.01, SD = .70) reported significantly higher
scores on the overall scale of online course learning perceptions compared to graduate students
who were enrolled in only one online course (M = 3.60, SD = .75): t(236) = -4.18, p = .000. The
effect size for this analysis (d = 0.56) was found to be moderate according to Cohen’s (1988)
convention for a medium effect (d = 0.50). In addition to the t-test, a Spearman’s rank-order
correlation analysis was also conducted to determine the relationship between graduate students’
online learning perceptions and the number of online courses they took. There was a weak yet
positive linear correlation between the two factors, which was statistically significant (rs = .21, p
= .001). Overall, the more online courses a student took, the higher the mean scores of their
online course learning perceptions.
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Research Questions 3 and 4: Student Success
The third and fourth research questions were designed to address possible correlations
among graduate students’ reported online learning success and their demographic characteristics,
and to examine how graduate students’ online learning success might correlate with their
perceptions of the online courses. However, only eight out of the 238 respondents reported noncompletion of their online courses (GSOLES survey question #17), which made it impossible to
conduct the series of proposed statistical analyses. Therefore, the researcher chose to examine
the characteristics of these eight non-completer students instead.
These eight non-completer online graduate students consisted of four males and four
females. The ages of non-completers were 21-30 (n = 1), 31-40 (n = 4), 41-50 (n = 1), and 51 or
older (n = 2). Six out of the eight non-completers were White students, and the remaining two
were not. Six non-completers were married, one was single, and one was divorced. Five noncompleters were employed full-time, and three were employed part-time. Three non-completers
were full-time students, and five were part-time students. Two non-completers were enrolled in
master’s degree programs, and six were in doctoral degree programs. One non-completer was
enrolled in the academic program of communications; three in education; one in medical; two in
sciences; and one in social sciences. Five non-completers reported previous online learning
experience, and three indicated otherwise. Among the five students with prior experience, three
took one online course previously, and two took more than one course in the past. Seven noncompleters indicated that they would enroll in another online courses at UTK, and only one
indicated otherwise. All non-completers were domestic students, with English as their first
language. Six non-completers were currently enrolled in an online program, and two were not.
Half of the non-completers took more than one online course in the fall 2014 semester, and the
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other half took only one. Five non-completers indicated that they enrolled in an online course
because it was “a program requirement”; two enrolled as electives; and one enrolled because it
was “in my major.” No significant difference was observed between attrition and enrollment
choice in this study.
All non-completers reported that Blackboard LearnTM was used in their online courses.
The overall means and standard deviations for the non-completer student group on the three main
scales and six subscales are presented in Table 10. The Teaching Presence scale had the lowest
mean (M = 3.67, SD = 1.19) among all the scales, which indicates a relatively lower perceived
teaching presence (items 1-13) in the non-completer students’ online learning environments.
Results of the study showed that, non-completer students reported scores on the overall scale of
their online course learning perceptions in the decreasing order of: Autonomous Learning (M =
3.95, SD = .80), Asynchronous Online Learning (M = 3.90, SD = 1.07), Cognitive Presence (M
= 3.89, SD = 1.15), Social Presence (M = 3.83, SD = 1.08), Institutional Support (M = 3.75, SD
= 1.09), and teaching presence (M = 3.67, SD = 1.19).
Research Question 5: Types of Essential Support
The fifth research question examined the types of essential support graduate students
need to be successful in online courses, concluded from the areas of online courses where the
respondents perceived relatively negative learning experiences. Graduate students were asked to
report how they perceived their online learning experiences at UTK. In order to address this
question, the researcher identified both academic and non-academic factors that affect graduate
students’ perceptions of online learning experience, by using the above descriptive and
correlational statistical analysis of each GSOLES scale. Results of the study indicated that more
academic-specific and institution-wide support needs to be provided to online students. A

77

Table 10
Mean and Standard Deviation for the Non-Completer Respondents on each GSOLES Scale
M
SD
n
GSOLES Scales and Subscales
Community of Inquiry
3.80
1.11
8
Teaching Presence
3.67
1.19
8
Social Presence
3.83
1.08
8
Cognitive Presence
3.89
1.15
8
Institutional Support
3.75
1.09
8
Institutional Support
3.75
1.09
8
Self-Directed Learning
3.93
.91
8
Autonomous Learning
3.95
.80
8
Asynchronous Online Learning
3.90
1.07
8
Overall Perceptions
3.83
1.01
8
Positive
4.31
.51
6
Negative
2.40
.59
2
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detailed discussion related to this research question is provided in Chapter 5.
Key Findings


There is no relevance to gender, age, race/ethnicity, and previous online course
experience, in relation to graduate students’ online course learning perceptions.



Characteristics including marital status, employment status, student status, future
enrollment planning, enrollment in online programs, and number of online courses
play a moderating role in graduate students’ online course learning.



Online graduate students reported relatively higher scores on the scales of selfdirected learning perceptions and lower scores on the scale of community of inquiry
perceptions among the three main scales of the GSOLES survey.



Graduate students reported higher scores on the scale of cognitive presence
perceptions compared to the scales of teaching presence and social presence
perceptions in online learning environments.



Only a small portion (3.4%) of graduate students reported online course noncompletion at UTK in the fall 2014 semester.

79

Chapter 5
Summary, Discussion, and Conclusions
Chapter 4 outlined the major findings of this study organized according to the five
research questions. On the basis of these findings, Chapter 5 provides interpretations of the
results and further discussion, beginning with a restatement of the purpose of this study.
The purpose of this study was to examine issues related to online graduate course
effectiveness, graduate student perceptions of characteristics of online learning environments and
their effectiveness, and to explore the relationship between graduate student perceptions and
student success in online courses. Graduate students (n = 238) enrolled at the University of
Tennessee in Knoxville completed a survey about their online course experiences. The data were
analyzed using descriptive calculations, frequencies, and correlational statistical analyses to
answer the research questions guiding the study:
1. How do graduate students perceive their online learning experiences on the following
key quality attributes of the online learning environments: teaching presence, social
presence, cognitive presence, institutional support, and self-directed learning?
2. Is there a relationship between graduate students’ demographic characteristics
(gender, age, race/ethnicity, marital status, employment status, student status, and
previous online learning experience) and their perceptions of the quality of their
online learning experiences?
3. Is there a relationship between graduate students’ demographic characteristics
(gender, age, race/ethnicity, marital status, employment status, student status, and
previous online learning experience) and their reported success in the online course?
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4. Is there a relationship between graduate students’ perceptions of their online course
experiences and their reported success in the online course?
5. What do graduate students report as types of essential support they need to be
successful in online courses?
The researcher used a combination of descriptive and correlational statistical analyses to
present the results of the study. The quantitative data collected from the online graduate student
surveys provided evidence for the findings of this study. This chapter provides a summary and
discussion of the results, implications for theory and practice, recommendations for future
research, limitations of the study, and conclusions.
Summary of Findings
1. Of the 238 responses, 87.4% of graduate students (n = 208) reported positive online
learning experiences, and 12.6% (n = 30) reported negative experiences.
2. Graduate students reported their online learning perceptions from positive to negative
in order of: Autonomous Learning (M = 4.01, SD = .75), Asynchronous Online
Learning (M = 3.98, SD = .74), Cognitive Presence (M = 3.88, SD = .91),
Institutional Support (M = 3.82, SD = .77), Teaching Presence (M = 3.80, SD = 1.00),
and Social Presence (M = 3.70, SD = .89).
3. Among the three indicators in Community of Inquiry assessment, graduate students
reported higher levels of cognitive presence compared to teaching presence and social
presence in online learning environments. In other words, graduate students felt less
satisfied with the aspects of teaching presence and social presence in their online
courses.
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4. Graduate students reported the overall self-perception that they were self-directed
learners.
5. Learner characteristics including gender, age, race/ethnicity, and previous online
course experience were not found to be significant determinants of graduate students’
learning perceptions in online courses.
6. Learner characteristics such as marital status, employment status, student status,
future enrollment planning, enrollment in online programs, and number of online
courses significantly correlate with graduate students’ online course learning
satisfaction.
7. The majority of respondents (94.5%, n = 225) reported successfully completing their
online courses. Only a small number of respondents (3.4%, n = 8) reported online
course non-completion at UTK in the fall 2014 semester.
Discussion
Online courses in higher education continue to thrive throughout the world (Allen &
Seaman, 2013; Clinefelter & Aslanian, 2015). At the same time, more concerns are being raised
about issues with course effectiveness and student success in these online programs (Carr, 2000;
Palloff & Pratt, 2007; Rovai, 2003). Online attrition, especially non-traditional student attrition
has been one of the core issues explored in the online education field (Bean & Metzner, 1985;
Tinto, 1993). Of all the respondents in this study, 79.4% (n = 189) were of nontraditional age
(more than 24-years old, based on Villagran-Glover, 2012). Also, the significant majority of
respondents in this study were female graduate students. This population sample was comparable
to the 2015 Learning House report of the types of students who enroll in online courses
(Clinefelter & Aslanian, 2015).
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The GSOLES survey was based on indicators and categories identifying the three
dimensions of online learning environments. In examining respondents’ quantitative survey
responses, certain dimensions of online learning environments can be seen to be important
elements for students to have positive online learning experiences.
Research Question 1: Online Learning Perceptions
The first research question explored graduate students’ perceived key quality attributes of
the online learning environments based on their online learning experiences. The results revealed
that overall the respondents in this study perceived themselves as self-directed learners. This
finding was not surprising, as Rovai, Ponton, Wighting and Baker (2007) concluded that online
learners are generally more intrinsically motivated, self-confident, and self-directed than learners
in traditional learning environments.
Research Question 2: Online Learner Characteristics and Online Learning Perceptions
The second research question sought to provide insight on the correlation between
graduate students’ online learning experiences and their demographic characteristics.
Gender. Results of this analysis showed that there was no significant difference in online
course learning perception means between male and female graduate students. There were
differences shown in the patterns of responses between males and females, but it is unclear if
these differences are truly significant. This result is consistent with a list of previous studies in
this field (Chew, 2011; Desai, Hart, & Richards, 2008; Hannon & D’Netto, 2007), in which the
researchers reported no significant difference in online learning perceptions between male and
female students. As this and other research studies have concluded, gender seems to have had a
minimal influence on the graduate students’ perceptions of various aspects of their online
learning environments.
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However, many other researchers (Burge, 1998; Garland & Martin, 2005; Ong & Lai,
2006; Wang, Wu, & Wang, 2009) have suggested that gender differences related to learner
engagement and learning style can greatly influence learners’ acceptance of online learning
environments. Burge (1998) concluded that female students need psychological safety that
cannot be met through online chats and required self-postings. Ong and Lai (2006) argued that
males are more experienced with and more positive about computers than females, whereas
females show significantly higher levels of computer anxiety and less positive computer-related
attitudes. As the results of this study showed (see Table 8), although not statistically significant,
female students did report higher means of online learning perceptions on almost all scales
compared to males. This is consistent with the finding of nontraditional female students who
reported that online learning environments reduced the discomfort and alienation they
experienced compared to face-to-face classrooms (American Association of University Women
Educational Foundation, 2000). Many studies have shown that more females than males are
enrolling in online courses (Clinefelter & Aslanian, 2015; University Continuing Education
Association, 2002), which was also the case at UTK. Out of the 909 graduate students who were
enrolled in at least one online course offered during the fall semester of 2014, 70.8% (n = 644)
were female students, and 29.2% (n = 265) were male. A review of the literature on gender
issues and online learning leads to the conclusion that ignoring gender in the discourse about
online learning environments is unwise, and gender differences need to be recognized, in order to
avoid gender discrimination in online teaching and learning.
Age. No significant difference between graduate students’ age range and their
perceptions of online learning environments was found in this analysis. This finding is similar to
the results of many previous studies on this topic (Chung, Park, Wang, Fulk, & McLaughlin,
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2010; Clinefelter & Aslanian, 2015; Fishel & Ferrell, 2010). For example, Fishel and Ferrell’s
study (2010) revealed that no age differences appeared in the perceptions of students in online
learning environments as compared to traditional face-to-face learning environments. However,
the results of the present study shows that older students, those aged 51 and older, had more
positive perceptions of cognitive presence in online courses compared to younger students,
especially those aged 21-30. In other words, older students reported higher ability to construct
meaning through communication in online courses compared to younger students. This finding
was unexpected, and yet it is perhaps explainable. Generally, the assumption is that the older an
individual, the less motivated he/she is in using computers or online/mobile learning, but Wang
et al. (2009) concluded that the older an individual, the better self-management the learner is
likely to display. Better self-management could lead to higher levels of cognitive presence for
older learners compared to younger ones; therefore, higher perceptions of their cognitive
presence in Online Learning Environments (OLEs).
Race/Ethnicity. Results of this analysis showed that there was no significant difference
in graduate students’ perceptions of online learning based on race/ethnicity.
Marital status. Married students reported significantly more positive perceptions of
online learning compared to students who were not married. As Halsne and Gatta (2002) have
stated, when students, especially nontraditional students, have a family at home, they are more
likely to prefer online learning to on-campus learning. This might explain the higher level of
motivation and satisfaction reported from married students.
Employment status. Students employed full-time reported significantly more positive
perceptions of online learning compared to students who were employed part-time.
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Student status. Part-time students reported significantly more positive perceptions of
online learning compared to full-time students.
Prior online learning experiences. The results of the present study showed that there
was no significant difference in online course learning perception means between graduate
students with and without previous online learning experience. Scores on perceptions toward
online course learning were comparable between both groups of students. Although not
statistically significant, graduate students with previous online learning experience reported more
positive perceptions compared to those without previous experience.
A number of earlier studies asserted that prior online learning experiences are significant
in online learning outcomes and success and have been used previously as markers in online
learning environment studies (Gosmire, Morrison, & van Osdel, 2009; Haverila, 2011). For
example, Moody’s (2004) study found that new online learners often enter an online course with
the perception that the course would result in an easy grade of “A”. Moody stated a strong
possibility that, ultimately, such false perceptions result in student attrition in online courses.
However, other studies have concluded that the moderating role of previous online experience
was not found (Desai et al., 2008).
Future enrollment. Graduate students who expressed an interest in enrolling in another
online course at UTK reported significantly more positive perceptions of online learning
compared to graduate students who had no such interest.
Residency status. As the results of this study showed, although comparable, domestic
graduate students reported slightly more positive perceptions of online learning compared to
international graduate students.
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First language. Graduate students who were native English speakers and graduate
students who were not native English speakers reported very similar levels of perceptions toward
online learning.
Current enrollment. In this study, graduate students who were currently enrolled in an
online program of study at UTK reported significantly more positive perceptions of online
learning compared to graduate students who were not in an online program.
Number of online courses. Results of this analysis showed that graduate students who
were enrolled in more than one online course reported significantly more positive perceptions of
online learning compared to graduate students who were enrolled in only one online course.
Overall, the more online courses a student took, the more positive their perceptions were of
online learning.
Research Questions 3 and 4: Student Success
The third and fourth research questions were designed to address possible correlations
between graduate students’ reported online learning success and their demographic
characteristics, and to examine how graduate students’ online learning success correlates with
their perceptions of the online courses. This study utilized the power of statistical analysis
methods. Although some researchers claim that the role of enrollment choice predicts attrition
(Wladis, Wladis, & Hachey, 2014), no significant difference was observed in the present study.
However, a number of limitations to the present study should not be ignored. Participation in the
survey was voluntary and anonymous, which made it impossible to identify or to follow up with
respondents. Furthermore, some students, especially the non-completers, may not have felt
comfortable nor felt the need to participant in the study; therefore, the sample size of noncompletion data was rather small (n = 8). The researcher was unable to gather data from the full
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range of possible graduate online learners, especially the group of students who did not complete
their online courses.
In this study, students’ perceptions of online learning are considered to be the equivalent
of student satisfaction in online learning. It has been well-documented in previous research that
student satisfaction is significantly positively related to student retention and attrition in online
learning environments (Bryant & Adkins, 2013; Herbert, 2006; Schreiner, 2009). The findings in
this study also reveal the relationship between students’ online learning perceptions and attrition.
As Moody (2004) pointed out, it may be a student’s perception of online learning “that
ultimately results in the student dropping the course” (p. 205). Also, Noel-Levitz (2014) found
that 4-year universities whose students reported more positive learning perceptions had higher
enrollment rates and higher retention rates.
Research Question 5: Types of Essential Support
The fifth research question examined the types of essential support graduate students
needs to be successful in online courses. Results of the study indicated that more academicspecific and institute-wide support needs to be provided to online students. For example,
institutional support such as an advising service has been found to be linked positively to student
satisfaction and ultimately student retention (Bryant & Adkins, 2013). Tutoring is another
common methods used to address low retention rates in at-risk students (Noel-Levitz, 2006).
Institutions can also provide orientation, training, and ongoing professional development
support. An example worth noting is that shared in a study by Taylor, Dunn, and Winn (2015)
who found that by offering a course orientation, institutions can improve student success in their
online learning experiences. On the other hand, lack of institutional support is often one of the
common reasons why students drop out of online courses (Naylor, Wilson-gentry, &
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Wooldridge, 2016; Rovai, 2003; Tinto, 2012). In addition, course instructors and especially the
university need to make an effort to promote teaching presence and institutional support in online
courses, as students reported relatively less positive perceptions of these aspects of their OLE at
UTK. Finally, online learning environments with better social presence and stronger bonds
within social interactions need to established in order to facilitate better online learning outcomes
and success.
Implications and Limitations
Although the findings of this study are somewhat limited because they pertain to only one
university, they are likely to apply to online course administration at other institutions. Many
respondents in this study were nontraditional online graduate students. Although younger
undergraduate students were not represented, overall the sample in this study is comparable to
previously documented demographic characteristics in earlier studies on online student
population. Therefore, the results may still provide an initial insight to online course
administration at the undergraduate level.
These findings also have implications for higher education in general. Similar to the
undergraduate population, it is important for online course/program administrators to be
cognizant of how graduate students learn best. Because online graduate students indicated lower
levels of perceived institutional support, campuses should strive to provide more support for
students enrolled in online courses and programs. Also, the graduate students in this study
reported lower levels of perceived teaching presence in their online learning experiences, so
instructors may need to pay special attention to improving their teaching presence when teaching
online. Terry’s study (2001) showed that a lack of student and faculty experience with the online
instructional mode was often an explanation for attrition rates. To a great extent, faculty

89

responsiveness to students is one of the critical factors affecting students’ online learning
perceptions, satisfaction, and success (Herbert, 2006; LoCasale-Crouch, Hamre, Roberts, &
Neesen, 2016). In Robb’s experimental study (2014), online students showed significant
improvement in engagement and performance in online learning when they received
motivational emails from instructors, compared to the students who did not receive such emails.
This improvement was measured by course completion and final course grades.
Furthermore, because the graduate students in this study reported relatively lower levels
of perceptions of social presence in online learning, it may be beneficial to stress the importance
of social interactions to both instructors and learners in online courses (Gosmire et al., 2009;
Haverila, 2011). Social presence does not naturally occur simply when instructors design online
course materials and upload them into the Learning Management System (LMS) for the course.
Instructors need to provide more efforts and support to create and maintain a strong teaching
presence. Social presence in online learning environments “takes on more of a complexion of
reciprocal awareness by others of an individual and the individual's awareness of others” (Cutler,
1995, p. 18). To online learners, a mutual sense of interaction “is essential to the feeling that
others are there” (Cutler, 1995, p. 18). This is particularly important for students who currently
take only one online course and are not in an online program – that is, students who spend a
limited amount of time in online learning environments. These students need enhanced support
on all levels of online learning due to their lack of online learning preparedness (Haverila, 2011)
and need to feel and stay connected to their online faculty and peers (Naylor et al., 2016). The
positive effects of a “student buddy” on facilitating student engagement and motivation should
never be underestimated (Motzo, 2016). Achieving effective teaching presence and social
presence are both important to reducing the transactional distance among students and among
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students and instructors (Moore, 2013). Last but not least, although in this study the majority of
online courses were delivered through Blackboard, the supplementary use of other LMSs with
new features that promote better student interaction, engagement and collaboration is potentially
another important solution to improving online student success and course completion (Bartlett,
in press). Though very often neglected, the use of instructional design characteristics associated
with the LMS is another set of variables that can influence students’ perceptions of online
learning.
Conclusion
This study on graduate student online learning perceptions provides initial insights on
issues related to online graduate course effectiveness and graduate student perceptions of the
characteristics of online learning environments and their effectiveness. The findings reported in
this study are similar to those in the literature. Certain learner characteristics that are critical to
students’ online learning perceptions are identified, which provides support for the
characteristics that have been reported by others. Characteristics including marital status,
employment status, student status, future enrollment planning, enrollment in online programs,
and number of online courses played a moderating role in online graduate students’ online course
learning. However, based on the data from this study, no relationships were found among levels
of gender, age, race/ethnicity, and previous online course experience and graduate students’
online course learning perceptions.
Recommendations for Further Research
The following are recommendations for further research based on the findings of this
study. The current study should be replicated with online students at other institutions across
various parts of the United States in order to permit comparisons among a wider sample of online
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graduate learners among different institutions. The study should also be replicated to include
both undergraduate and graduate students for group comparisons. It would also be beneficial to
examine specific demographic factors such as student grades for online courses and year in
school and how those variables correlate with online learning perceptions. In addition, more data
should be collected from students who did not successfully complete their online courses for the
purpose of demonstrating critical factors that might determine student success in online learning.
Furthermore, a qualitative study using follow-up interviews, focus groups, and/or other
qualitative data collection methods should be conducted with online graduate students to gain a
deeper understanding of their experiences. Finally, further implementation of a longitudinal
research design is warranted to explore more comprehensively the characteristics of hard-toreach online course dropouts.
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Appendix A
Instructions to Participants
This instrument, the Graduate Student Online Learning Environment Survey, is used to
understand your online learning experiences. This instrument contains statements about online
learning practices that took place in your online class at the University of Tennessee (UT),
Knoxville. You should have read the informed consent form before the survey starts. Your
answers will remain confidential.
Please think about how well the following statement describes what this course was like for you
and then respond using the following scale: Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neutral, Agree, and
Strongly Agree.
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Appendix B
Demographic Information
1. Please indicate your gender:
(
) Male
(
) Female
2. Please indicate your age range:
(
)
20 years old or under
(
)
21-25 years old
(
)
26-30 years old
(
)
31-40 years old
(
)
41-50 years old
(
)
51 years old or older
3. Please indicate your race:
(
)
Hispanic/Latino
(
)
American Indian or Alaska Native
(
)
Asian
(
)
Black or African American
(
)
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander
(
)
White Non-Hispanic
(
)
More than one race
(
)
Race/Ethnicity Unknown
4. Please indicate your marital status:
(
)
Single
(
)
Married
(
)
Divorced
(
)
Other
If other, please specify:
5. Please indicate your current employment situation:
(
)
Employed full-time
(
)
Employed part-time
(
)
Not employed
6. Please indicate your current student status:
(
)
Full-time student
(
)
Part-time student
(
)
Other
If other, please specify:
7. Please indicate your current degree objective:
(
)
Master’s degree
(
)
Specialist degree
(
)
Doctoral degree
(
)
Professional degree
(
)
Graduate studies, non-degree
(
)
Other
If other, please specify:
8. Please select the area that best describes your academic program:
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(
)
Art
(
)
Business
(
)
Communications
(
)
Education
(
)
Engineering
(
)
Information Technology
(
)
Law
(
)
Medical/Nursing/Veterinary
(
)
Sciences (Biological, Chemical, Physical, etc.)
(
)
Social Sciences (History, Philosophy, Psychology, Sociology, etc.)
(
)
Other
If other, please specify:
9. Prior to enrolling in your online course(s) * during Fall 2014, had you ever enrolled in
any other online course(s)?
(
) Yes
(
) No
(*Note: includes all online courses categorized as “distance learning,” by UT definition in the
course catalogs.)
10. Number of online courses taken at UT prior to the fall 2014 semester:
11. Would you enroll in another online course at UT?
(
) Yes
(
) No
12. Please indicate your residency status:
(
) Domestic
(
) International
13. Is English your first language?
(
) Yes
(
) No
If no, what is your first language?
14. Are you currently enrolled in an online program of study?
(
) Yes
(
) No
15. How many online courses* did you take in the fall semester of 2014?
(*Note: This includes all online courses, categorized as “distance learning” by UT definition in
the course catalogs.)
(If the answer to Questions 15 is “0 course,” then participant is directed to the end of the survey.)
(
)
0 course
(
)
1 course
(
)
2 courses
(
)
3 courses
(
)
4 courses
(
)
5 courses
(
)
5+ courses
16. Why did you enroll in one or more online course(s) in Fall 2014, in regard to your
academic program? Check all that apply: The course(s) is(are)
(
)
in my major
(
)
in my minor
(
)
elective(s)
(
)
a program requirement
(
)
Other
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If other, please specify:
17. Were you able to successfully complete all your online course(s) taken in Fall 2014?
(*Note: A course is successfully completed if you have completed the course and/or have earned
the credits for the course.)
(
) Yes
(
) No
If you did not successfully complete all online courses taken in Fall 2014, please explain the
reason(s).
*Note: Please answer the remaining questions pertaining to one online course you consider the
most challenging one you took during the fall semester of 2014.
18. Was this online course delivered using the UTK’s Learning Management System,
Blackboard LearnTM?
(
) Yes
(
) No
If no, what other Learning Management System (e.g. Moodle, Sakai, Desire2Learn,
eCollege, etc.) was used in your online course?
Graduate Student Online Learning Environment Survey
*Note: Please answer the remaining questions pertaining to the one online course you consider
the most challenging one you took during the fall semester of 2014.
Please think about how well the following statement describes what this course was like for you
and then respond using the following scale: Strongly Disagree (1), Disagree (2), Neutral (3),
Agree (4), and Strongly Agree (5).
1
2
3
4
5
1. The instructor clearly communicated important course topics.
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
2. The instructor clearly communicated important course goals.
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
3. The instructor provided clear instructions on how to participate
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
in course learning activities.
4. The instructor clearly communicated important due dates/time
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
frames for learning activities.
5. The instructor was helpful in identifying areas of agreement and
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
disagreement on course topics that helped me to learn.
6. The instructor was helpful in guiding the class towards
understanding course topics in a way that helped me clarify my
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
thinking.
7. The instructor helped to keep course participants engaged and
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
participating in productive dialogue.
8. The instructor helped keep the course participants on task in a
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
way that helped me to learn.
9. The instructor encouraged course participants to explore new
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
concepts in this course.
10. Instructor actions reinforced the development of a sense of
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
community among course participants.
11. The instructor helped to focus discussion on relevant issues in a
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
way that helped me to learn.
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12. The instructor provided feedback that helped me understand my
strengths and weaknesses.
13. The instructor provided feedback in a timely fashion.
14. Getting to know other course participants gave me a sense of
belonging in the course.
15. I was able to form distinct impressions of some course
participants.
16. Online or web-based communication is an excellent medium for
social interaction.
17. I felt comfortable conversing through the online medium.
18. I felt comfortable participating in the course discussions.
19. I felt comfortable interacting with other course participants.
20. I felt comfortable disagreeing with other course participants
while still maintaining a sense of trust.
21. I felt that my point of view was acknowledged by other course
participants.
22. Online discussions helped me to develop a sense of
collaboration.
23. Problems posed in this course increased my interest in course
issues.
24. Some course activities piqued my curiosity.
25. I felt motivated to explore content related questions.
26. I utilized a variety of information sources to explore
problems/issues presented in this course.
27. Brainstorming and finding relevant information helped me
resolve content related questions.
28. Online discussions were valuable in helping me appreciate
different perspectives.
29. Combining new information from a range of sources helped me
answer questions raised in course activities.
30. Learning activities in this course helped me construct
explanations/solutions.
31. Reflecting on course content and discussions helped me
understand fundamental concepts in this class.
32. I can describe ways to test and apply the knowledge created in
this course.
33. I have developed solutions to course problems that can be
applied in practice.
34. I can apply the knowledge created in this course to my work or
other non-class related activities.
35. Appropriate technical assistance was readily available from UT.
36. I was aware of whom to contact for questions about programs
and services at UT.
37. Adequate online library resources were provided from UT.
38. Tutoring services were readily available for my online course at

( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
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UT.
39. I was able to make decisions about my online learning (e.g.,
(
selecting online project topics).
40. I worked online during times I found convenient.
(
41. I was in control of my online learning.
(
42. I played an important role in my online learning.
(
43. I approached online learning in my own way.
(
44. I was able to complete my work even when there were online
(
distractions (e.g., friends sending emails).
45. I was able to complete my work even when there were distractions
(
in my home (e.g., children, television).
46. I was able to remain motivated even though the instructor was not
(
online at all times.
47. I was able to access the discussion forum at places convenient to
(
me.
48. I was able to read posted messages at times that were convenient
(
to me.
49. I was able to take time to think about my messages before I
(
posted them.
50. The process of writing and posting messages helped me
(
articulate my thoughts.
51. My writing skills have improved through posting messages.
(
52. I was able to ask questions and make comments in online
(
writing.
53. I was able to relate the content of online course materials to the
(
information I have read in books.
54. I was able to understand course-related information when it was
(
presented in video formats.
55. I was able to take notes while watching a video on the computer. (

) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
)
)
)
)

(
(
(
(

)
)
)
)

(
(
(
(

)
)
)
)

(
(
(
(

)
)
)
)

(
(
(
(

)
)
)
)

) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )
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Appendix C
Scales of Graduate Student Online Learning Environment Survey
Scales

Subscales
Teaching Presence
Community of Inquiry Social Presence
Cognitive Presence
Institutional Support
Institutional Support
Autonomous Learning
Self-Directed Learning
Asynchronous Online Learning

Items
1-13
14-22
23-34
35-38
39-46
47-55
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Appendix D
Letter of Invitation
Dear Graduate Student,
You are being contacted because you have enrolled in online course(s) during the fall semester
of 2014. Your email is provided by the Office of Strategic Enrollment Reporting and Analysis at
the University of Tennessee, Knoxville for the purpose of this research study.
You are invited to participate in an online learning environment research study. The purpose of
this study is to understand the online learning experiences of graduate students in UT online
courses. At the end of this email is a link to the Informed Consent and the survey of this study.
Please read this Informed Consent carefully. This survey will take approximately 15 to 20
minutes to complete. The survey is anonymous, and your participation is voluntary.
All recipients of this survey invitation will have an opportunity to participate in a drawing for
one of five $50 iTunes Gift Cards. The drawing will be held until the last week of February. If
you are a winner in the drawing, you will be notified via email on March 1, 2015. The incentive
information is not linked to the research study; thus, protecting your identify.
If you wish to participate in the study, please click the link below. Proceeding to the survey
implies your informed consent to participate. It is strongly suggested you print a copy of the
Informed Consent for your records.
Whenever and wherever it is convenient for you, you can access the survey by clicking here:
https://sites.google.com/a/vols.utk.edu/onlinelearningsurvey/. At the end of the Informed
Consent is a link to the survey of this study. Again, this survey will take approximately 15 to 20
minutes to complete. Please answer the survey questions carefully. Your information is very
valuable and will be used for research. Please answer all of the questions. Thank you very
much for your participation in this survey!
Sincerely,
Jian Su
jsu1@utk.edu
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Appendix E
Informed Consent
Introduction
You are invited to participate in an online learning environment research study that is being
conducted by doctoral candidate Jian Su in the Department of Educational Psychology and
Counseling in the College of Education, Health, and Human Sciences at the University of
Tennessee, Knoxville. Please read this Informed Consent carefully. At the end of the Informed
Consent is a link to the survey of this study.
Objectives
The purpose of this study is to understand the online learning experiences of graduate students in
UT online courses.
Procedures
This study includes an online survey instrument seeking to survey online graduate students who
enrolled in at least one online course during the fall semester of 2014. The survey will ask you
about your perceptions about your online course experiences last semester. This survey will take
approximately 15 to 20 minutes to complete.
Potential Risks
There are no risks to you through participation in the study. The survey is anonymous, and your
participation is voluntary.
Benefits
The study will benefit online course instructors and/or designers as they learn to improve their
online course design and instructions.
Confidentiality
The information in the study will be kept confidential. The data will be stored securely in the
faculty office of Michael Waugh in 419 Claxton Complex and will be made available only to the
researchers unless participants give permission in writing. Findings will be reported in aggregate
form. No reference will be made in oral or written reports that link a specific participant or
online course to the results of the study.
Voluntary Participation
Your participation in this study is voluntary. If you decide to participate, you may withdraw from
the study at any time. If you withdraw from the study before data collection if completed, your
data will be destroyed. Submission of the completed survey (questionnaire) constitutes your
consent to participate.
Research Subject’s Rights and Contact Persons
If you have questions at any time about the study or the procedures, you may contact the
principal researcher, Jian Su, at 421 Claxton Complex, or (865)-974-3103. If you have any
questions about your rights as a participant in this research study, contact the Office of Research,
Compliance Officer at (865)-974-3466, at the University of Tennessee in Knoxville, Tennessee.
Incentives
All recipients of this survey invitation will have an opportunity to participate in a drawing for
one of five $50 iTunes Gift Cards. The drawing will be held until the last week of April. If you
are a winner in the drawing, you will be notified via email on May 1, 2015. The incentive
information is not linked to the research study; thus, protecting your identify.
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If you wish to participate in the study, please click the link below. Proceeding to the survey
implies your informed consent to participate. It is strongly suggested you print a copy of this
Informed Consent for your records.
Please answer the following questions carefully. Your information is very valuable and will be
used for research. Please answer all of the questions. Thank you very much for your
participation in this survey! You can access the survey by clicking here:
https://jfe1.qualtrics.com/preview/SV_6PuisIu8G47q0aV?Preview=Survey&BrandID=utk.

125
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Jian Su was born in Hubei Province, the People’s Republic of China. She attended
elementary and high school in her hometown of Jingzhou, Hubei. She obtained a Bachelor of
Arts in English and Bachelor of Law in Economic Law from Huazhong University of Science
and Technology (HUST) in Wuhan, China in June 2002 following which she accepted a tenuretrack faculty position in the Department of Foreign Language at Zhongnan University of
Economics and Law (ZUEL) in China. Su completed a master’s program in Linguistics and
Applied Linguistics at HUST during the first two years of her teaching career. After four years
teaching at ZUEL, Su headed to the University of Edinburgh in the United Kingdom where she
graduated with a Master of Education in Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages in
November 2007. After graduation, Su taught at ZUEL for two more years before she started her
doctoral program at the College of Education, Health, and Human Sciences at the University of
Tennessee, Knoxville (UTK). She has most currently been working in various graduate
research/teaching assistantship positions at UTK while pursuing her doctorate. During this time,
she has been actively involved in Instructional Technology-related research. She has presented at
various professional conferences and has collaborated on publications. Jian Su expects to receive
her PhD in Education with a concentration in Instructional Technology from The University of
Tennessee in May 2016.

